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CONSECUTIVE BOX OFFICE HITS, 
SIGNAL OF A NEW TREND? 


Analysis of the First Quarter of Korean Film Industry 


By CHOI Kwang-hee ox would make 200-fold profit? Box office unexpectedly shocked the industry with 
Recently, the buzz word in Korean film result often turns out differently than our mega box office success. In other words, 
industry is “recession” or "depression." general expectations. Korean film experts those two films made us reconsider the 
However, by taking a closer look inside have been busy speculating the answers to effectiveness of a certain stream in Korean 
the current status of box office records, the strange fever of the aforementioned film industry which has been pursuing 

the rhetoric seems to be an exaggeration. two films’ success from the end of 2008 to economy of scale by proving time after 
Worrying about the power of Korean film the beginning of 2009. time that a huge investment does not 

in the marketplace, who dared to expect always guarantee success at the box office 
such mid-size, low-profile comedy film Inexpensive, and the audience is not always attracted 
Scandal Makers would draw more than but entertaining films to big budget films. Therefore, it all comes 
8 million admissions? Who could have Scandal Makers and Old Partner down to a matter of the narrative. How 
possibly expected a hundred thousand have approached the audience with can we make a film with an attractive 
dollar budget independent documentary totally different strategies from that story and relatively lower budget? The 
film about an elderly man and his aging of the previous blockbuster films, and industry is changing Its position to excavate 





Scandal-Makers 
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TOP 7 O BOX OFFICE 


January~March 2009 


Rank | Title | Date of Release | Distributor | Number of Screens | Admissions 


Scandal Makers 


















Director KANG Hyung-cheol 
Cast CHA Tae-hyun, PARK Bo-young 


A young single mom turns up at a popular Scandal Makers 


radio DMs homeawih Wérchild and claime ANOS APA 405 | 8.214.651 


to be the DJ's daughter. Worrying about how this would affect his 
career, the DJ has to keep their stay and identities a secret. This 


a A Frozen Flower 
screw ball comedy was the most successful film in recent memory. 


2008/12/30 Showbox/Mediaplex 499 Sy fers Oleil 


Old Partner 


2009/01/15 INDIESTORY 2,852,920 


Red Cliff 2 


2009/01/22 Showbox/Mediaplex 426 TL TiPAA|, ovat 


Valkyrie 


2009/01/22 Twentieth Century Fox Korea Sy slicks ney] 


The Curious Case of Benjamin Button 


2009/02/12 Warner Brothers Korea Bs NATE Me) 


City of Damnation 


The Scam 


2009/02/12 Showbox/Mediaplex Ie )6} 1,515,715 


Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa 


He’s Just Not That Into You 








A Frozen Flower 


Director YU Ha 
Cast ZO In-sung JOO Jin-mo 





Set in a palace of an ancient Korea under 
the control of China, this historical drama 
portrays love and jealousy within the context of a homosexual 2 
relationship between the King and his guard and a forbidden affair 

between the guard and the queen. Containing explicit sex scenes 

and homosexuality, this film was very controversial when It was 8) 
released earlier this year. 





Old Partner 











Director LEE Chung-ryul 
Cast CHOI Won-kyun, LEE San-soon 


An elderly man and his ox are readying for 
the final moment of their 30-year relationship 
as death Is near. This documentary film strongly appealed to the 
middle age audiences by reminding something we lost in the past 
such as nostalgia of the rural life. 













The Scam 
a 


Director KIM Dong-won 
Cast JEOUNG Jun-ho, JUNG Woong-in 


A comedy about an ironical situation dealing 
with a policeman who goes undercover into 
a gangster organization and a gangster who does the same at the 
police department. This film is a typical Korean comedy which is 
heavily influenced by Hong Kong's <Infernal Affair> series and was 
released during the New Year season as the only Korean film. 











Director KIM Dong-won 
Cast PARK Yong-ha, PARK Hee-soon 


Hyun-soo, an ordinary but talented day 
trader, joins a criminal group which plans a 
massive stock manipulation. He and several other traders control 
the market but as the operation starts to snowball, the mastermind 
schemes to frame Hyun-soo and launder everything for himself. 








fascinating stories that would appeal to the recession. Although reducing the cost of released in hopes of becoming the 

audience with miniscule budget. This was production is not always the right call, it successors of those two films failed to 

the hottest topic of discussion in the first would be unwise to consider those films meet the expectations with poor box 

quarter of Korean film industry this year. with sufficient budget as luxury and accept office performance. Affected by the box 
Facing a crisis of decreasing number them as the norm. Such views would be office successes of 7 Days in 2007 and The 

of films being produced and investments harmful to the industry in a long term. Chaser in 2008, the industry is poised to 

in the film industry, sudden successes of find a new outlet in the thriller genre. As 

Scandal Makers and Old Partner have been A trend of thriller films a result, there have been several thrillers 

considered as a new hope or a new way out Following the success of Scandal Makers that were released in February, such 

for the industry to overcome the current and Old Partner, several Korean films Marine Boy (drug smuggling across the 
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ocean), The Scam (stock manipulation), 
and Handphone (confrontation over a lost 
cell phone). Among those films, The Scam 
scored fairly, but others did not perform as 
well as expected. Although the films deal 
with current issues of Korean society and 
attractive stories in a persuasive way, it 
failed to maintain certain level of tension 
that is conventional to the thriller genre. 
In the days of American thriller TV series 
onslaught in Korea, those films failed to 
whet the appetite of highly desensitized 
taste of the local audience who are 
accustomed to American counterparts. 

In March, a traditionally weak month, not 
only the number of films released declined 
but the number of admissions decreased as 
well. During this period, only two Korean 
films were released; a melodrama More 
Than Blue, and a horror Missing. Neither 
grossed relatively well. Traditionally, the 
number of admissions for Korean films 
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have heavily affected the total number of 
admissions, so such decline in number of 
Korean film released directly affected the 
total number of admissions in March by 
dropping more than half to that of January. 

In general, the first quarter of Korean film 
industry has been recessive in spite of a few 
box office successes. Therefore, looking at 
the market share by countries, Korean films 
achieved 45%, which is 8% lower than same 
period last year. Although the number of 
domestic films is considerably higher than 
foreign films, dipping below 50% Is a sign of 
crisis for the industry. 


Decreasing Number of 
Admissions 
People in the industry are currently 


more worried about a downward slope 
of admissions. According to KOFIC, total 
number of admissions for Korean films 
in March was 2,918,624, which is lowest 


Old Partner 


figure since May 2008. Total number 

of admissions for all films released for 

the same period is 7,799,179 - lowest 

in 11 months. Although the number of 
admissions have gradually increased 
following rapidly spread of multiplex 
cinemas in the past 10 years, the downward 
tendency of admissions in the first quarter 
is serious enough to be considered as a 
signal of what's to come, not only for 
exhibition business, but also production 
and investment as well. Therefore, although 
we witnessed an unexpected box office 
successes, Korean film industry in the first 
quarter was about finding a momentum to 
overcome the current recession. However, 
there are several highly anticipated Korean 
films waiting in the wings in the second 
quarter. Two Korean auteurs have films 
ready for April and May: PARK Chan- 
wook with /hirst, and BONG Joon-ho with 
Mother.® 


KOFIC LA office wrapped 
Business Presentation 

With 60 attendants from 
Hollywood, presenting the 
Aca MC ieee rae Celica 
Korean film. 

KOFIC LA office successfully wrapped 
Business Presentation on March 16 with 
60 industry associates from Hollywood 
and other related fields. 

OP caren KimOlmrLacaaerlalemralGlu lear: 
number of Hollywood producers, writers 
of hit TV series Lost, members and staff 
from Sundance Film Festival, various film 
investment companies, press, Korean 
directors, and Korean entertainment 
companies such as CJ Entertainment. 
HAN Sang-hee of KOFIC and MOON Sun- 
young of KOFIC LA office reviewed the 
current status of Korean film industry 


and an overall introduction of KOFIC's 
role and programs. In the presentation, 
attendants were especially interested 

in KOFIC’ s supportive programs, from 
application procedure to enrollment. 
Joseph HONG, a Hollywood indie 
producer, commented on the presentation 
"| did not know that KOFIC has developed 
and conducted such diverse and 
professional programs” and “I realized 
how important of a role KOFIC has in 
order to introduce Korean films to US." 
Established on June 29, 2007 in Los 
Angeles, KOFIC LA office has involved 
CMCC eae] 
film conferences and panels, Hollywood 
market research, development of 
co-production projects and discovery 

of Korean filmmakers in US and more. 
Currently, KOFIC's LA office is in 
collaboration with LACMA(Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art) for a special 
program for director HONG Sangsoo, 
follow by release of Daytime Drinking on 
May in US as well as various promotions 
ce) an dalemmt tag 


Sm 


KOFIC announces 
Filmmakers's Development 
Elo Able): 

The KOFIC Filmmakers’ Development 

Lab (FDL) will be held for the forth 

year running in 2009. The FDL aims to 
match emerging filmmakers from Korea 
and the Korean diaspora, with mentors 
drawn from the film industries in Korea 
and overseas countries. The aim of the 
program is to enable these filmmakers to 
kick-start their feature projects through 
script development, knowledgeable 
advice from industry professionals, 

and exposure to the international film 
community. 

Vom MIME LAO Mme) SUM Olem ualeeae 
from an open submission process and 
paired up with five professionals who will 





act as their Mentors. 

Applications for FDL 2009 will be open 
from April 13 to May 25, 2009. (April 12, 
5PM to May 25, 2AM US Pacific Time) 
and five fellows will be selected from the 
submitted scripts and announced on June 
5, 2009. 


+ 


KOFIC supports international 
releases of Daytime Drinking, 
The Chaser, and A Frozen 
mas 

Supporting program for Korean film 
releasing in overseas launched Its first 
batch of films this year, applications are 
available throughout the year. 

KOFIC launches Supporting Program 

for Korean Film Releasing in Overseas 

In order to promote the exportation 

of Korean films abroad. As such, KOFIC 
announced 3 films: Daytime Drinking, 
The Chaser and A Frozen Flower. Those 
films will be released in USA, Belgium and 
Taiwan respectively. 

This program ts available to international 
sales teams which hold foreign 
distribution rights. They can apply for the 
program in agreement with the Korean 
sales company as per agreed on contract. 
After internal review, the program 

will support up to 50% of the cost of 
releasing or maximum of 100 million won 
(US $75,000) per film. 

In 2007, KOFIC supported Secret Sunshine 
(ESTER adledelalehmoieeerensyeelin miirs 
Good, The Bad and The Weira(France, 
Taiwan) through the supporting program. 


a 
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STROLL TOWARDS 
A ONE-STOP MULTIMEDIA CITY 


Post-Production Facility Opened in Busan Last February 


08 


Se 


By SONG Soon-jin 


AZo! on the teach: 





Among the Asian Pacific countries, hottest 
topic of the 21st Century is where the next 
hub of film and image industry will be, 
and what it will take to become such hub. 
Across all of Asia, collaboration among 
different nations, as well as active actors, 
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directors and staff across the borders are 
becoming more abundant. Thus various 
countries that are enthusiastic about 

film and media industries are creating 
tense competition, keeping each other 

in check and stimulating one another 
with respective merits on expenses and 
emerging technologies. China has full 
Support from its government and has built 
large scale studio facilities while Japan has 
outstanding related technologies, Thailand 
is known for its moderate production 
expenses, New Zealand has created its 


brand power led by companies like Weta 





Studio and Park Road, and Korea has 
successfully accumulated its international 
fame and technical skills as its film industry 
grew and Busan became known as the city 
of films in the midst of this boom. 

Busan Is fast becoming a strong hub 
of Korea's film industry based on its film 
commissions and the experience gained 
from launching an international film 
festival for the first time in Korea. Busan 
Film Commission (BFC) in particular played 
a major role in industrializing the field of 
film and media, and since its launch of 
Cine Port Busan Project in 2003, Busan Film 


Commission had succeeded in completing 


Cinema Studios and Cinema Venture Center. 


Last February, Busan Post Production 
Facility, a key facility needed to make 
Busan a one-stop infrastructure for film/ 
media production, was launched, becoming 
the biggest post-production facility in the 
country. 

Recently, Centum City, a major multi- 
project urban development part of Busan's 
Haeundae, is rising as the ultimate mecca 
of cultural industry, which includes IT, 
multimedia, tourism entertainment, 
exhibition conventions, etc.. Adding to 
all that, it is to become the center of film 
industry as it will embrace Cinema Studios 
that will be completed by 2010, and in 
2012 various facilities related to film and 
media will be housed here: Busan Film 
Center ‘Dureraum’ is to be used exclusively 
for Pusan International Film Festival (PIFF), 
Busan Culture & Contents Complex, Film 
Experience Center that will move from 
Seoul to Busan. Busan Post Production 





ee ee 
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Facility has settled itself there already. A 
total of 32.2 billion Won (US $24 million) 
has been invested in this glass-walled, 
4-storey building with spectacular view of 
the city. 

This is a result of 5 years of planning 
and preparation. Busan Post Production 
Facility targets not only Korean but 
Hollywood and global markets. In the 
beginning, there were plans to co-establish 
the facility with Canada's post-production 
company Rainmaker, that has mainly 
done Hollywood projects, but the plan 
was never realized. However, LEE Yong-gi, 
the best colorist in Korea, and LEE Jeon- 
hyeong, a VFX specialist who has been 
prominent in Korea's major films including 
director PARK Chan-wook's films, joined 
the project and the facility was promoted 
as the biggest in the country equipped with 
Canada's advanced system and independent 
domestic technology. In order to provide 
expertise of the technology and effective 
management, operation of the facility was 
entrusted to a private company AZ Works 
(co-representatives LEE Yong-gi and LEE 
Jeon-hyung), a joint venture of BFC and 
HFR, a company known as the best DI 
company in Korea. 

PARK Gwang-su, director of Busan Film 
Commission says “establishing this post- 
production facility is an important point in 
completing the creation of infrastructure 


of film, media productions that BFC has 
been promoting.” As to the question of why 
it has to be Busan, he answers “because 
there are absolutely no room for trouble in 
regards to technology as well as the facility 
and location here." In fact, director of 
photography JUNG Jung-hoon, who worked 
on PARK Chan-wook's Jhirst, the first 
feature film project for Busan Post 
Production Facility, says “Most post- 
production companies in Korea have great 
human resources but the facilities or 
working environment were not as good. 
But in the case of Busan's Post Production 
Facility, you can call it a dream team since 
these people are all technically skilled 

and the working environment has vastly 
improved. Considering the minds and 
emotions of the workers, surely such points 
will bring about positive results." BFC 
boasts that “by performing various post- 
production processes at one place, not only 
time will be saved but the communication 
problem will be minimized as well." 

So what types of work can be done at 
this facility? Director OK Im-sik of AZ Works 
explains that “it is a combination of the 
subdivided and specialized American and 
Korean systems that manages the place as 
a whole, and composed of 6 teams, each 
based on features of different processes." 
Thus it is possible to cut down the budget 
without losing its specialties by effective 
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Film Commission News 


Seoul Film Commission 

Since 2008, Seoul Film Council has been running ‘Creative Film Space’ entrusted by city 
government of Seoul to provide a stable work space for film directors. At the moment, 
18 Korean directors including KWAK Jae-yong (My Sassy Girl) and JUNG Yoon-cheol 


: j (Running Boy) are provided with facilities like private workrooms, Seminar rooms, and 
i , a = == oo ae’ 


r lounge for six months. Announcement for recruiting directors who wish to use the space 
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during the second term will be made in May. Seoul Film Council is planning to expand 
the participants to foreign directors as well and will provide the details on criteria at the 
end of 2009. 

Website http://eng.seoultc.or.kr 

Tel +82-2-7777-185 | Fax +82-2-7777-097 





Gyeonggi Film Commission 


Further Information and 
Inquiries on AZ Works 
Post-production Complex 


Busan Film Commission 
www.bfc.or.kr 

eBAE So-hyun (English, Jaonaese) 
sohyun@bfc.or.kr 

eKIM Hee-jung (Chinese) 
jintien@bfc.or.kr 


Seoul Office 

Tel +82-2-3676-4561 

Fax +82-2-3676-4562 

Suite 406, Hoyoung Bldg., 29-1, 
Jamwon-dong, Seocho-gu, Seoul, 
Korea (137-904) 


Busan Office 

Tel +82-51-743-7531~6 

Fax +82-51-743-7537 

2Fl., Busan Cinema Studios, #1392, 
VVoo1-dong, Haeundae-gu, Busan, 
Korea (612-824) 


AZ Works on the beach 
www.azworks.co.kr 

Tel +82-51-745-5200 

Fax +82-51-745-5201 

1466 VWoo-dong, Haeundae-gu, 
Busan, Korea (612-824) 
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human resource management. First, the 
Digital Intermediate (DI) System that 
affects the atmosphere of film or video 
makes it possible to do all projects related 
to D-Cinema and IPTV images, as well as 
digital mastering for multiplex theaters 
with 650-inch and 700-inch screens. 
Second, the facility has secured more than 
80 personnel specializing in animation 
and 2D, 3D multi-dimensional images 

for the purpose of Visual Effects System 
(VFX). Third, there is Digital Restoration 
System team that restores classic films. 
The quality of this branch has been proven 
with 4 restored Korean classics including 





director SHIN Sang-ok's 1962 film Bound 
by Chastity Rule, which was invited to 
the Cannes as ‘Cannes Classic’ and KIM 
Ki-young's 1960 film The Housemaid, 
which received funding from World Cinema 
Foundation. There are also Digital Cinema 
System, Multi-Converting System, and 
Digital Film Stream Camera team that 
provides various filmmaking devices like 
Viper FilmStream Camera, which was 

used in David Fincher's Zodiac and PARK 
Chan-wook's I'm a Cyborg, but That's OK. 
Until 2011, all facilities needed in editing 
and sound processing will be provided, 
completing the picture of a one-stop film, 





media infrastructure. As for the editing 
department that does not need to have Its 
human resources arranged by position, AZ 
Works intends to concentrate on expanding 
the space and facilities, while foreign 
companies are being considered for the 
sound department for their technically 
reliability. 

Last but not least, the part that deserves 
attention at Busan Post Production Facility 
is Its security. Until now, post-production 
process that went on mostly in or around 
Seoul, had to be moved around to different 
places for every step and internal leak was 
a common problem. However, at Busan's 
facility, most of the work can be done in 
one place, fully equipped with state-of- 
the-art security and management system, 
thus earning trust from filmmakers in and 
out of the country. 

Currently Korean films that are being 
worked on at Busan Post Production Facility 
are Thirst, and BONG Joon-ho's Mother, 
while CHOI Dong-hoon's Jeon Woo-chi 
will begin this May. Director OK enthused 
his expectations by saying “these three 
movies will be distributed all over Asia, and 
through them | hope to have the ability of 
AZ Work's Busan Post Production Facility 
proven to the outside world." He also 
added that especially in the case of Thirst, 
a film about vampires, “a new technology 
formerly used in meteorology studies and 
military called ‘broadband scanning’ was 
used for the scene in which SONG Kang-ho 


Gyeonggi Film Commission is carrying out an incentive policy for domestic and foreign 
films and drama shows filmed in Gyeonggi area. The productions that could qualify 

for the Incentive must have started shooting after Jan. 1st, 2009 and have to report 
production expenses spent within Gyeonggi-do until Nov. 30th after the shooting is 

over. The expense spent on location and production has to exceed 100 million Won (US 
$75,000), and the productions will qualify to have 10% of the expense refunded and 
supported. The maximum amount of the funding per film is 100 million Won. To apply, Till 





out necessary forms provided on the website and submit them via email or fax. 


Website www.ggftc.or.kr/eng 
E-mail incentive@ggfc.or.kr 


Tel +82-32-623-8042 | Fax +82-32-623-8080 


Busan Film Commission 


For foreign or collaborative projects that use Busan as shooting location, or that use the 


post-production facilities, Busan Film Commission will select productions that quality 


the criteria and provide partial support on lodging expenses. Also, if the production 


repeatedly uses Busan’s film/image production infrastructure such as studios or post- 


production facilities, BFC is planning to provide discounts on expenses. Details will be 


finalized in May and the support plan will be announced, which will return approximately 


30% of the production expenses spent in Busan in goods or in cash. 


Website www.bfc.or.kr 


Tel +82-2-3676-4561 | Fax +82-2-3676-4562 





and KIM Ok-vin are running on roofs. Also 
the scene in which the two characters gaze 
upon the bloody ocean will be impressive 
as well. | wish the name of Busan Post 
Production Facility will be acknowledged 
by these powerful scenes.” In addition, 
Sophie's Revenge, a Korea and China 
co-production co-starring Zhang Ziyi and 
JANG Dong-kun, and 2 Hollywood films are 
being prepared at the facility. 3D imaging Is 
also being developed as a technology that 


Busan can be specialize in. 

Busan Film Commission is planning to 
complete the blueprint for a one-stop film 
city that has been preparing for over a 
decade by completing the massive Second 
Film Studio Complex that will begin 
construction next year. Second Studio 
Complex will be composed of a 3,000m? 
Studio and 3 2,000m? studios, thus actively 
inviting blockbuster films from in and out 
of the country.® 
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signs of a change. OSU 
A small-scaled comedy, ( ““”““ 
and an independent | 
documentary have 


generated an incredible 

buzz from critics and 

audiences alike. The search 

for genre films’ evolution 

is also being looked into. 

New streams of ancillary 

market is being explored. In 4 
spring 2009, these signs of ~~ 
a new revolution in Korean {™ 
cinema are in the alr. 
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FILM INDUSTRY 


14 


AT THE CROSSROADS | 


Korean film industry is facing a challenge: 


a challenge against the paradigm that ruled the past decade. 


By SHIN Ki-ju 
Director KANG Hyung-cheol and his 
producer LEE An-na weren’t sure whether 

to reveal their project: what if someone 
steals the idea when it is open to the public? 
Their idea in question was Scandal Makers, 
which happened to be their feature debut, 


and it was originally developed as their 
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graduate school project. As such they had 


to reveal it to the class (the project was 
originally titled “The Scandalous Three 
Generations”). They eventually submitted 
the project since getting credit was more 
important than anything else. For talents 
like them, it’s natural to feel insecure about 
revealing ideas, because it could be easily 
copied and even produced professionally by 
someone else from the industry. Obviously, 
what mattered the most is a good idea. LEE 
says, “It was just in vain. We were so worried 
that our project could be snatched up, but 
actually, no one was interested in it.” KANG 
says, “They might not think a comedy about 
a young father, his daughter with a small 
son of her own would be a hit at the box 
office, as a family comedy never does well 
in contemporary Korean cinema. Besides, 
comedy has not been strong for a while. 
Anyway, we were embarrassed to find out 
that no one took interest in our project.” 
Nevertheless, KANG and LEE kept working 
on the project despite indifference and even 
cynicism from the industry. 

Even though it’s been a while since the 
film’s release, JEONG Wook, CEO of JYP 
Entertainment, hasn’t watched Scandal 
Makers. “It is too painful to watch. The film 
just proved that 1 was wrong to reject it”, 
he says. HWANG Jeong-nam, a character 
played by PARK Bo-young in the film, is a 
beautiful and a talented singer. Such multi- 
talented character could’ve been a catch for 
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JEONG. “There is a trainee at JYP who was 
considered as a possible candidate for this 
character. However, it was me who didn’t see 
the character’s potentials. 1 kept rejecting 
the project despite strong calls from the 
production company.” Scandal Makers 
was released in theaters in December 2008, 
and it grossed over astounding 8 million 
admissions. The film’s success has already 
surpassed such local blockbusters as Swiri, 
JSA: Joint Security Area and Friend. For 
someone who is famous for his hunch in 
the industry (he and singer/producer PARK 
Jin-young created Wondergirls, last year’ 

s biggest smash hit girl band), he was dead 
wrong this time around. But not only that, 
no one could have ever predicted how 
successful Scandal Makers would have 
been. 


Nobody knew 

There are reasons why no one foresaw the 
success of Scandal Makers. \n ‘90s, it was 
well-made low-budget comedies that stood 
at the frontline of Korean film industry. 
Giant conglomerates such as Samsung and 
Daewoo were active in film industry by 
making profit from selling home video rights 
to SK and investing the money back again. 
This business model was more than enough. 
If you could make a profit around US 
$300,000 from a film at home video market, 
it didn’t matter whether it was successful 

at the box office or not. No one followed 


the rule of ‘the bigger the better’ Therefore, 
it was the no.1 strategy for success in the 
industry: keep working on ‘adorable’ small 
productions and scrape up money. Then, 
something happened. A couple of small 
productions became huge successes in 

the theaters that exceeded every possible 
expectations. People in the industry were 
knocked out and brought out calculators - 
how big of a profit did these small budget 
films make? KANG Woo-suk, who made box 
office hits like How To Top My Wife and 
Two Cops, was at the center of this radical 
shift. He even established a production 
company with the money from those films, 
Cinema Service. It was the beginning of a 
new chapter for Korean film industry. 

What came next is obvious. Unexpected 
success from small input brought another 
idea. It became a matter of scale: more 
input would bring bigger success. Jealous 
of Hollywood’s reach in Korean film culture 
played a role in promoting economy of 
scale in the industry. Younger generation 
that grew up admiring Spielberg had a wish 


to make ‘blockbusters’ of their own. SHIN 
Cheol, who made The Gingko Bed, was one 
of those ‘Hollywood kids’. Big corporations 
and venture capitals joined the race with 
hopes of hitting jackpots. They considered 
Korean film industry as an uncharted but an 
open territory to conquer. The thinking was 
that if all they needed to do was keep the 
money flow in the industry, they would be 
rewarded handsomely. This is how it began. 
Bigger names and grandeur of storytelling 
for production’s scale were highly required 
to secure more screens. Both filmmakers 
and financiers could not be satisfied with 
respectable result from reasonably small 
budget. Earning rate was not the matter, 
what counted was the absolute number. 

No one wished to earn 10 million from a 
hundred thousand, but rather, it seemed 
more promising to invest 10 million and get 
100 million in return. This anxiety for scale 
was triggered by Swiri, which flashed a 
fantasy of ‘Korean blockbuster’ and brought 
several disastrous flops like Resurrection 

of the Little Match Girl, R U Ready? and 





Natural City in 2002. Despite continued 
failures, more money flowed into the 
industry and filmmakers were building Babel 
made of sand in hope of making the second 
Swirt. 

It was a strategy that would eventually 
bring down an industry. Even in the 
financial market, what matters is the earning 
rate and not the number itself. Only a fool 
would dream of a jackpot, a dream for one 
big score that would compensate for all the 
loss. Huge amount of money blinded by 
this dream ballooned Korean film industry, 
but it also made the industry a big game of 
roulette. However, sometimes such dream 
did come true, as evidenced by record- 
breaking Silmido, Taegukki, King and the 
Clown and The Host, which grossed more 
than 10 million admissions (about one-fifth 
of the entire Korean population). However, 
there is only one winner when it comes to 
gambling and a sea of losers. What is left 
after frenzy for record-breaking success 
is collapse of the industry. In 2007, the 
average earning rate of Korean films was 
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“| would like to work only with talents born after 1970”, says KIM 
Soo-jin, the producer of The Chaser and The Scam. 
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loss of US $1.8 million. Damage was only 
growing thereafter. It was only the first sign 
of the collapse. 


What is required? an air-tight 
defense 
“My company never loses because it never 
goes too far in investment. It’s true that too 
much is as bad as too little. We may not 
be able to hit the jackpot for good. But we 
never lose anyway,” says CHO] Geon-yong, a 
managing director of Lotte Entertainment, 
one of financiers of Scandal Makers. It 
sounds clever enough to survive. Lotte 
Entertainment entered the market quite 
late in the game when it was being led by 
CJ Entertainment and Showbox/Mediaplex 
(entertainment arm of Orion Group). The 
company has produced films such as My 
Father that were barely profitable, yet 
favored by critics. It has not produced any 
major box office hits until Scandal Makers. 
With the film’s success, economy of scale 
may be welcomed for the company’s next 
step. However, CHOI knows better to be 
fooled by gambler’s dream. He’s been in the 
industry for about 20 years since he worked 
for Samsung in early ‘90s. He remembers 
which strategy brought profits in the 
industry back then. He adds “1 worry about 
people in the industry starting their career 
in the 21st Century. They are too familiar 
with a system in which money came pouring 
in for big budget productions. But they 
don’t know much about the past when we 
struggled from lack of finance and tried to 
find a different way to make profit strictly 
based on earning rate. What counts for them 
is all about big venture capital.” In fact, 
there were times when adventure was in call. 
Until mid 2000s, when Old Boy and Secret 
Sunshine were praised at Cannes and when 
Swiri and Taegukki received success in the 
international markets, Korean film industry 
did win the game with its aggressiveness 
and brought its heydays. However, tide 
is turning. It’s all about air-tight defense 
against immeasurable collapse. Wisdom from 
the past will be a guide for that. 

So, it is natural that no one could have 
foreseen Scandal Makers because the film 


didn’t sound promising from the perspective 
of industry trends of the past decade. For 
the past two decades, Korean film industry 
had a big, even ‘dramatized’ shift in its 
system and flow between generations that 
was relatively overlooked. 

In the late of ‘90s, younger generation 
including aforementioned KANG Woo- 
suk, TCHA Seung-jae, CEO of Sidus FNH 
(MUSA - The Warrior), SHIM Jae-myung, 
CEO of MK Pictures (JSA) led the industry 
and quickly took over the power from the 
predecessors. In recent years, these powerful 
group of people rule the industry and 
guide many younger talents in their 20s 
and 30s, who filled the roles of directors, 
production staff and thinkers. Although 
they started careers during the time when 
small production was cleverly considered for 
making profit, they had another dream. And 
the dream was continued to the following 
generation. For the decade of this dynamic, 
no one has tried to remember the basic 
economic principle of ‘least-cost, best-fit’ 
until The Chaser and Scandal Makers paved 
the way last year. 


Small but strong 

KIM Soo-jin, CEO of Bidangil (production 
company behind The Chaser and The 
Scam), entered into the industry when small 
productions were profitable. Interestingly, 
she left the industry and studied in the US 
during the time when the industry bubble 
was growing at a rapid pace. The plan she 
had back in Korea was to produce small 
projects for respectable results. The first 
film was Forbidden Quest (2006), a well- 
made feature, yet it could not connect with 
local audiences. And then The Chaser and 
The Scam followed. “] would like to work 
only with talents bom after 1970. It sounds 
like a joke but 1 mean it. They work on 

the projects as if their lives are depended 
on it. They are not trying to create art and 
they know it’s important for a film to make 
profit,” said KIM. Regarding ‘making bigger, 
it means bigger profit to financier, while 

it means a refined, resourceful production 
to filmmaker. An internationally acclaimed 
Korean director once took more than fifty 


takes for a single shot of smoking cigarette: 
he might be able to get the shot he wanted, 
but it cost five times more. Such scenario 
never happens to younger generation: they 
are much more budget-conscious than 
previous generation and it’s this very reason 
why KIM wants to work only with younger 
directors. “I don’t care what people say 
about me. At the end of the day | just want 
to go back home and watch my film again. 
1 don’t think I have such knack or hunch 
for success. While making my first feature 
The Chaser, | realized it’s a matter of what | 
believe: you must believe in what you have 
in mind and you should speak it through 
the film. 1 think that’s the key of making a 
good film,” says NA Hong-jin, director of 
The Chaser. The film was marked as one 

of the most successful films from last year, 
which grossed 4.5 million admissions. KANG 
Hyung-cheol says, “If you still stubbornly 
Stick to your own artistic consciousness for 
filmmaking, you must be too venturous. | 
still don’t know how to maintain a balance 
between what | want as a filmmaker and 
what market wants me to make. That agony 
is what came first in my mind when | was 
making Scandal Makers.” KIM says that 
these younger filmmakers of Korean cinema 
have different ‘genes’. It’s time for the 

new generation to go after small yet solid 
productions. 

Now, Korean film industry is facing a 
challenge: a challenge against the paradigm 
that ruled the past decade. Economy of 
scale sees its end now and people started 
worrying as they don’t see what comes 
next as an appropriate alternative. The new 
generation of Korean cinema, however, 
has just opened a new chapter. Younger 
directors who have passion and strong belief 
in filmmaking, and producers who seek for 
talents not money are the emerging power 
in the industry. Scandal Makers, The Chaser 
and The Scam are the signal for this change. 
We can always learn from history, during 
the past decade of ‘being obsessed in scale’ 
wisdom was regarded as what Korean film 
industry should overcome. And the wisdom 
is being brought back to overcome the crisis 
it faces now.@ 
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GENRE FILMS: aX 
A FLARE STILL 
NOT EXTINGUISHED 


Younger talents see film 
platform in their careers. 


By LEE Sang-yong 





Korean cinema faced a turning point in the 
late “90s. In fact, there were already signals 
of change: HONG Sangsoo and KIM Ki-duk 
signaled this change in Korean cinema with 
their feature debuts The Day a Pig Fell Into 
a Well and Crocodile in 1996. Not until 
2000 had these new kinds of Korean cinema 
been fully recognized. Many of Korean 
auteurs such as LEE Chang-dong and the 
aforementioned HONG and KIM led the new 
wave of Korean cinema at the international 
film festival circuit. 

In the meantime, there were other 
directors more interested in a variety of 
genre films and became successful in 
domestic market. Armed with spirit of 
cinephile, this younger generation including 
RYOO Seung-wan (action), BONG Joon-ho 
(thriller, comedy), KIM Jee-woon(comedy, 
horror, noir and western) proved their 
abilities to play with styles from various 
genres and made up the core of the industry. 
But it was none other than PARK Chan- 
wook who led them to the frontline. Before 
he became known intemationally, PARK was 
also a film critic who showed his passion 
with written words. When he embraced 
styles of Hollywood B movies, he received 
attentions from the world with his films. 
Fueled by cinephile experiences of films, 
the filmmakers could form a new cinematic 
discourse and become industry leaders with 
their active devotion to various film genres. 
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It is not really a coincidence to witness 
such increased interest in genres during 
the time when Korean cinema saw its 
expansion. Regarding the origin of film 
genres, it is natural to see that commercial 
interest plays its role in promoting genre 
films, as seen in other examples like 
Nouvelle Vague or New German Cinema 
triggered by increased interests in American 
cinema and advent of new generation. 
Although they were not going after genre 
films directly, genres obviously offered 

a lot to form these trends. Throughout 

the history of films in 20th century, we 

can easily notice film genres have been 
closely connected with ups and downs of a 
country’s film culture. 


Explosion of genre cinema 
Since 2000, genre cinema was the main 
event of Korean cinema. Film genres offered 
the biggest opportunities to ambitious 
young talents of Korean cinema who could 
not avoid balancing auteurist achievement 
with commercial capability. Newcomers 

to the industry have actively used genre 
Structures, but in twisted, creative way of 
their own to bring familiar yet unexpected, 
transgressive pleasures to audience. 

It is BONG Joon-ho who surprised people 
by bringing styles of thriller or sci-fi that 
had barely been attempted in Korean 
cinema. With its tagline of ‘rural thriller’, 
Memories of Murder, his second film based 


on true events of serial killings in Hwaseong 
(a town on the outskirt of Seoul), traces 
reminiscent of ‘80s Korea and wrapped 
around its thriller structure. With The Host, 
BONG also proved that he can achieve the 
feel of sci-fi genre without expensive visual 
effects. What matters is the director’s true 
appreciation of the genre, not resources 
available to him. He showed it is important 
to infuse genre techniques into local stories, 
not a mere copy of Hollywood structure. 
In other words, it is genre merely served as 
groundwork that allowed him to realize his 
own artistic vision. 

Regarding making genre films, BONG says, 
“Imagine you're driving a bus whose final 





destination is point A. The bus doesn’t go 


directly to A but makes a detour passing 
point B and C. Passengers are not happy in 
the beginning because it’s unexpected, but 
soon they find it enjoyable to see something 
out of ordinary and unexpected, even out of 
route. At the end, bus stops surprisingly at 

a different point that is not really far from 
point A though. Some passengers get angry 
with this as the bus didn’t run the route as 
promised, but most of others will be satisfied 
with the journey because they enjoyed it 
anyway. This is how you can communicate 
with audience through genre films.” 

BONG’s statement tells how a filmmaker 
can take control of a film by using genre 
conventions. Genre is, simply, one of the 
codes for attracting audience. As the story 
says, it’s not always satisfying to ride in the 
bus running strictly on a designated route. 
Instead, deviating from the path often gives 
new spectacles and surprising moments 
of pleasure. Same goes for genre films in 
Korean cinema: genre films are the source 
of pleasure that Korean cinema can draw 
strength from. 

Attention to genre films in Korean film 
culture was also prompted by various 
subcultures. New generation of genre films 
opened different discussions of Korean 
films and offered self reflexive perspective 
on Korean cinema as a whole. Memories of 
Murder and Old Boy don’t rely on concrete 
recreation of genre conventions. With energy 
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Marine Boy 


released from tension between them and 
existing cultural landscape, these films 
continuously deconstruct and reconstruct 
themselves. While in conversations with 
other contemporary cultural forms, film 
genres became more powerful by its 
implosion in the history of cinema. It is this 
implosive energy that stunned the audience. 


Thrillers and new films 

Bright light of genre films in Korean cinema, 
however, seems to start fading out with 
rapid declination of the industry. It’s not 
easy to pick names of next generation 
following PARK Chan-wook, BONG Joon- 
ho, KIM Jee-woon and RYOO Seung-wan. 
Nevertheless, younger talents of Korean 
cinema from mid 2000s still see film genre 
as a Significant platform in their careers and 
keep making genre films. 

For young filmmakers like HAN Jae- 
tim, Rules of Dating (2005), it would not 
be a simple matter to make a fresh debut 
that might look different from previous 
generation, although he adores films of 
PARK and BONG. Rules of Dating and 
his second feature The Show Must Go 
On (2007) clearly show HAN’s efforts to 
appreciate genre conventions of melodrama 
and film noir in his own unique way. 

While previous generation of Korean 
cinema injected new energy into the 
industry with films based on recreation 
of film genres by combining Hollywood- 
style genre films and local particularities 
of Korean society, HAN’s genre films were 
empowered by local genre films that have 
just arrived in Korean cinema within the 
decade. He twisted genre conventions from 
popular local genre films such as melodrama 
or Korean gangster films. By loosening 
connections between elements in these 
particular genres, his films brought brand 
new pleasures of genre films. Based on this 
seemingly self-reflective development of 
Korean genre films, however, his first feature 
failed to get much attention. The Show 
Must Go On portrays a character that is far 
from the archetype of previous gangster 
films, and more complex than characters 
from other genres like film noir, comedy or 


gangster action. The character also mirrors 
social structure of contemporary Korea as 
well. His strategy seems to be obvious: he 
does not go after a genre that has not been 
tried in Korean cinema. Rather, he takes a 
risk of re-appropriating and recomposing 
genre conventions that are already familiar 
in Korean cinema. This strategy makes him 
look smart yet not outstanding, though. 
After a decade, Korean genre films now 
Started deconstructing themselves in order 
to find a breakthrough. Helmers like BONG 
or PARK are still working hard on their 
projects and are feverishly welcomed both 
in domestic and international markets. But 
they are now regarded as already established 
filmmakers that reside safely within the 
confines of the industry. 

There is also an effort to open a possibility 
of genre rarely tried in Korean cinema such 
as NA Hong-jin’s The Chaser (2008), a serial 
killer thriller that molds unique genre structure 
with the director’s flair for portraying violence. 
Fueled by the film’s success, more thrillers 
like Marine Boy, The Scam, Handphone 
and Missing were released in theaters so far 
in 2009. These thrillers attempted to bring 
forth the issues of drug or stock market 
not frequently seen in Korean films and 
succeeded in getting attention. Seen on local 
context of thriller, The Scam was a fresh 
approach to the genre, while Handphone 
used a trivial object like cell phone to develop 
its thriller story. However, these titles also 
leave a lot to be desired since they count on 
peculiarity of subject matters too much so 
that they failed to bring the gist of pleasure 
from the genre itself. 


Korean cinema with 
differences 
It may not be possible any more to use film 
genre as a tag for a film to be recognized 
in Korean film culture. Taglines like ‘rural 
thriller’ or ‘atrocious comedy’ were used 
to designate particular genre films. Now, 
film genre does not guarantee novelty for 
audience, but already established production 
system or discursive mantle. 

In the meantime, growth of independent 
features with miniscule budget are 
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The Scam 


These thrillers attempted to bring forth the 
issues of drug or stock market not frequently 
seen in Korean films and succeeded in 


getting attention. 


noticeable in 2009. Assuring their potentials 
to be a breakthrough for stagnant industry, 
independent cinema is readying its most 
successful year ever. Old Partner, an 
independent documentary that achieved 
record-breaking success in local market 
must be a clear signal for this ‘indie wave. 
Seeing film genres from different angle, 

it can be said that documentary seems to 
be a rising ‘genre’ now in Korean cinema. 
Although they don’t deploy genre tactics 


actively, many independent titles try to use 
genre elements, for example, a tendency to 
focus on character building for storytelling is 
prominent tendency. 

Still, they are going after genre films: 
BONGQ’s Mother and PARK’s Thirst are the 
most highly anticipated titles this year. What 
should come next? From both artistic and 
industrial imperatives, Korean cinema should 
keep this in mind: there is always a desire for 
change, for a brand new experience.® 
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INDEPENDENT ; 
FILMS 
ON A NEW ROAD 


The spotlight by the Korean independent film industry 
can be said to be the most noticeable 
topic of thus far of 2009. 
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Old Partner 


By AHN Hyo-won of Our School. Furthermore, the expansion (for the best documentary) at the Pusan 





Obviously, the hottest topic in Korean film from a mere 7 screens at the beginning of International Film Festival last year, this film 


industry news in the first half of 2009 most its release to more than 300 screens at its drew attention upon its release (Jan.15), and 


certainly is the unexpected and huge box- peak, is such a phenomenon that it will be soon developed into “Old Partner Syndrome” 


office success of independent documentary remembered as the first case ever in Korean across the nation. 
Old Partner by LEE Chung-ryoul. Breaking 
the previous box-office record for a 
documentary held by Our School (90,000 


admissions), the film has surprisingly drawn 


film history. The film is fully saturated Following Old Partner, other Korean 


with beautifully intuitive images of the independent films also did well in the 


friendship between an elderly man and marketplace. Daytime Drinking was released 


an old ox after 30 years full of the traces on February 5 drew 25,000 viewers, which 


more than 2.88 million admissions in total of things that have slowly vanished from is above the average audience numbers for 


for a final tally almost 300 times than that memory. As a winner of Mecenat Award an independent film. This was followed by 
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Grandmother’s Flower released on March 
19, which was acclaimed by critics and 

the media. Winning the Audience Critic’s 
Award at the 2008 Jeonju International Film 
Festival, Daytime Drinking tells the story 

of a man who has just been dumped by his 
girlfriend and ends up on an alcohol-infused 
trip through Gang-won Province. The film is 
remarkably interwoven with witty dialogue 
and comic situations that are often extreme. 
Winner of the Woonpa Award (for best 
documentary) at PIFF 2007, Grandmother’s 
Flower contains all the sincerity that an 
independent film should have. Showing 

the history of the director’s family, the film 
asks substantial questions about not only 


Old Partner 


the ideological conflicts that afflicted the 
modern history of Korea, but also human 
nature itself. 

In addition, more independent films 
including the critically acclaimed Breathless 
and the best film winner at the 2007 
Seoul Independent Film Festival To Live - 
Save Our Saemankum continue to meet 
audiences in April to keep the boom of 
independent film alive. Therefore, this 
leap into the spotlight by the Korean 


independent film industry can be said to 


be the most noticeable topic of thus far 
in 2009. This phenomenon occurred not 
merely due to a few films which appealed 
to the taste of the audience, but by the 
infrastructure for independent film which 
has been in place since the late 1990s. 


Expansion of support, 
distribution and the screening 
system 

The support system for Korean independent 
film began in 1999, the same year the 
Korea Film Council established. Since then, 
KOFIC has started the Independent Film 
Production Program and created a table with 
the Korean Independent Film Association to 
discuss a better program. In 2005, the 3rd 
KOFIC board further developed this with a 
range of programs such as the Independent 
Film Production Program, DVD Production/ 
Distribution Support for Independent Films, 
Marketing Support for Diversity and more. 
While opinions may vary over what has been 
achieved by KOFIC’s efforts, there is no 
doubt that these supporting programs have 
had positive effects on the development of 
independent films. A number of independent 
films were supported by Independent Film 
Production Program and most independent 
films were screened at ArtPlus. In particular, 
the Marketing Support for Diversity program 
played an essential role in allowing low 
budget independent films the possibly to 
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meet audiences via the program. Since 2004, 
The Unforgiven (YOON Jong-bin, 2005), No 
Regret (LEESONG Hee-il, 2006), Our School 
(KIM Myung-jun, 2007) and more than 10 
films have been sponsored every year. 
Established in November 2007, Indie 
Space has been very beneficial to 
independent films. Screening independent 
films everyday, various film festivals and 
programs take place at the venue. Although 
it has only one available screen, its meaning 
and ripple effect are much greater in reality. 
For filmmakers, it provides a feeling of relief 
in securing a screen, and for distributors, 
it helps them to possibly arrange a more 
aggressive distributive plan. The effect on 
the media can not be ignored. As more and 
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more independent films are released, the 


amount of coverage and attention by local 
media is increasing. 

There is a meaningful collaborative 
relationship between independent film 
festivals and international film festivals 
held domestically. There are numerous 
independent film festivals in Korea, such 
as the Seoul Independent Documentary 
Festival, Indie Forum, Mise-en-Scene Short 
Film Festival, and Seoul Independent 
Film Festival. The Seoul Independent 
Documentary Festival aims to highlight 
all the documentaries produced in Korea, 
Indie Forum creates more productive 
discourses in the independent film scene, 
Mise-en-Scene Short Film Festival is the 
best place to discover new, talented young 
filmmakers, and Seoul Independent Film 
Festival celebrates all Korean independent 
films. The films which were introduced via 
those independent film festivals first, went 
on to meet more audiences at international 
film festivals like Pusan International Film 


Festival or Jeonju International Film Festival. 


Daytime Drinking premiered at the Seoul 
Independent Film Festival, and gaining 
critical attention and a prize at Jeonju, this 
led the film on to screenings at the Toronto 
Film Festival and Locarno Film Festival. 
In addition, various independent films 

have been released during this period. Until 
about 2005, most people had thought 
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of independent films as documentaries 
with a political purpose. But, since then, 
this stereotype by the public has been 
changed thanks to new independent films 
with different themes and topics - a story 
of a young man in military service (The 
Unforgiven), a homosexual melodrama (No 
Regret), an active, impressive story about 
stuntmen (Action Boys). With the widening 
spectrum of independent films, there is 
currently an expanding range of audiences 
for independent film. 


Nutrients for 
independent film 
The success of Old Partner will be recorded 
in Korean film history as one of the major 
accomplishments of 2009. Referred to 
earlier as a “syndrome”, the success of Old 
Partner reached a nationwide peak with the 
public and the mass media. Reports and 
features about Old Partner were everywhere 
in the mass media and online. Since then, 
the release of films like Daytime Drinking, 
Grandmother’s Flower, Breathless, To Live 
- Save Our Saemankum, have seen some 
Korean independent films successfully gain 
audience attention like never before. Of 
special note, people of the age 50 and over, 
came in droves to theaters to watch Old 
Partner, a phenomenon that rarely happens 
in Korea. 

The new methods of distribution also 


need to be mentioned. The previous way 
was heavily feature film oriented, but 
people in the independent film world have 
considered finding better ways to distribute 
short films and animations together and 
came up with the releasing format of the 
omnibus. The short films of Korean indie 
stylist KIM Jong-kwan, packaged as lovers 
and three animated shorts by KIM Woon- 
ki, YOON Sang-ho, and JANG Hyung- 
youn called Indie AniBox met audiences 

in that way. Besides, a recently formed 
independent distribution company, Cinema 
DAL’s “Community Screening Movement” 
(non-theater screenings) has obtained some 
meaningful results. 

The current economic situation in Korea 
and the Korean film industry has affected 
the development of independent films. As 
the Korean commercial film industry has 
declined, a number of talented directors and 
Staffs are moving to the independent film 
world to continue their careers. This infusion 
and exchange will positively affect the two 
film industries and possibly bring about the 


advance of a newly renovated film culture. 








Our School 





Furthermore, the neo-liberalism prevailing 


over the world also provides abundant topics 
to independent filmmakers. With increasing 
concern over people suffering and isolated, 
Korean independent film is able to deal 

with social matters with a warm but critical 
perspective. 


More obstacles to overcome 
Considering all the conditions above, Korean 
independent film movement seems to be 
ready to take off. However, there are still 
many issues to solve. Most independent 
films still remain in storage and constant 
financial difficulties have held back many 
filmmakers. This year, Korean independent 
film scene has advanced with some 
significant achievements, paving the way 
and making feasible a better, brighter future 
for Korean independent film. 

Independent filmmakers want to have 
more and better screening venues and a 
Stable support system. Still, there is a lack 
of screens for independent films. Most 
independent films are released on less than 
10 screens among the more than 2,000 
screens nationwide. Due to the abolishment 
of DVD Production/Distribution Support for 
Independent Films and Marketing Support 
for Diversity this year, the difficulties will 
deepen for independent film. At this point, 
KOFIC needs to talk with the Independent 
film world. The success of Old Partner 





3 Remarkable Korean Independent Films 


aI -F 1 UCR OCMC IClut: 
Ey There is aman one might call human vermin - like 
a a fly chasing after dirty, useless things. Sang-hoon 
- " | beats up protesting students and extorts money from 
9 . cY the poor by imposing high interest. For him, violence 
A, bs cna only way to communicate with the world. He 
A in has no fear of beating or being beaten. Strangely, 
after watching this film, we come to feel terribly sorry for him and his life which has 
formed and trapped him in a fateful tragic cycle. Having grown up victimized by domestic 
violence, he becomes violent. Tired of living in poverty, he now runs after money. With 
coarse and corrosive language, violence and powertul images, the film maximizes the 
tragedy of Korean society. 


To Live- Save Our Saemankum | LEE Kang-kil, documentary 
ei ew = | “= w= This documentary is about the tears and struggles 
of people who lost their livelihood, in the aftermath 
of the Saemankum Project. They can do nothing 
but stand and look helplessly at the disappearing of 
the foreshore. They have protested the government 
2 a. _In desperation, but they knew there was no hope. 
The government would not listen, and the victory would go to the capitalists. They have 
lost everything they had, but nobody cares about them. However, they can not give up 
easily because giving up Is an act of betrayal and the sea has embraced them for many 
years. This remarkable documentary raises substantial questions about the foreshore, the 
environment and the role of man. 


Pharmacy for Peasant | KIM Tae-il, documentary 


| TM pe eee A few pharmacists head to the countryside, leaving 
behind a comfortable, guaranteed life in the city. 
Furthermore, they travel around villages every 
weekend and devote themselves to medical service. 
Faced with the opening of agricultural markets and 
the global reach of neo-liberalism, they put their effort 
into revitalizing the declining countryside. With ultimate affection for human beings and 
life, they want nothing but an intimate relationship with peasants and revival of the village. 


This film follows the people, the light of the countryside. 


and the consequent attention given to As they have done in the past, they need 
independent films could be temporary. There — to consider the role of independent film in 
is no programming on TV for independent this new era, communication with younger 
film, nor is there any on cable TV. 

After all, filmmakers talk through their 


films. Making a good film is the only way to — support system is there and ready. All they 


filmmakers and finding ways to meet 
audiences. Still, though it is not enough, the 
develop a Korean independent film. Korean need is to bring the indie spirit back. If they 
independent film has 20 years of history and _ keep the spirit alive as they used to do, the 
the Korean Independent Film Association future of Korean Independent film will be 


celebrated its 10th anniversary last year. brighter.@ 
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ONSLAUGHT OF A SECOND WAVE 


TAKING STEPS TO 
NORMALIZE 


and policy makers have their eyes on the develc ping 
VOD market in order to secure a new,an& ab len 


By Claudia KIM 





Most people agree that the shrinking 
ancillary market for feature films is one 

of the main factors in the current crisis 

of the Korean film industry. Needless to 

Say, piracy and the illegal distribution of 
copyrighted material have been highlighted 
as the scourge of the diminshing ancillary 
market. The estimated loss due to the 

illegal distribution of film copies in 2006 
was 609 billion won (US $450 million) 
which amounts to 22.4% of the entire 
revenue (about 2.7 trillion won-US $2 
billion) of domestic films and film-related 
markets. The amount of direct damage 

to the film industry was estimated at 339 
billion won (US $251 million), a black 

hole consuming 26% of the revenues of 
film industry in Korea. The expansion of 
illegal distribution has severely damaged 

the home video market which had long 
been a major window in ancillary markets 
for feature films. Yet, there was no newly 
created market which could substitute for 
the devastation of home video market. 

In fact, highly advanced technology and 
changes in media environments were 
expected to create various windows and 
expand ancillary markets for feature films by 
increasing the accessibility to users. However, 
while film contents have contributed to the 
establishment of new media, the appearance 
of new businesses based on the illegal 
distribution of those film contents has rather 
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obstructed the rise of new markets. 
From the year 2000, the online VOD 
market had been in a growth phase, but due 


to the expansion of the illegal distribution 
of copies, by 2004 the VOD market was 
rapidly shrinking and soon back to the 


The government 

has strengthened 
monitoring of illegal 
distribution, and the 
hlm contents industry 
iS aggressively 
seeking various online 
business models. 


level of 2000 again. In reality, the number 
of subscribers to DMB (Digital Multimedia 
Broadcasting), a world first in combining 
mobile phones with portable broadcasting 
technology, has been stuck at 1.9 million. In 
addition, the introduction of IPTV (Internet 
Protocol Television), a highly anticipated 
medium by the industry, has gained (as of 
April 2009) only 200,000 subscribers of 
real time IPTV with VOD-based subscribers 
of IPTV at about 1.7 million. As a result, 
the Korean film industry has paid attention 


Sal 
A) im) 


AN Wi NAY 


to the online VOD market again by dealing 
punitively with the infringement of copyrights 
in order to overcome problems arising from 
highly advanced technological development, 
the increasing infringement of copyrights and 
in order to make new media profitable. 

To do so, practical actions are currently 
being reinforced by the Korean government 
and civil society. The government has passed 
the related laws and strengthened monitoring 
of illegal distribution. On April 1, the Korean 
National Assembly passed a revised bill that 
reinforces controls and regulations over 
online service providers and illegal copying 
and uploading. Follow the bill, as of June 
this year, the Ministry of Culture, Sports and 
Tourism will be able to suspend any websites 
allowing the exchange of illegal copies for 
a maximum of six months. Also, people 
who fall into the category “heavy uploader,” 
those who habitually upload illegal copies, 
will have their personal accounts suspended. 
Furthermore, an organization consisting 
of copyright owners, the Association for 
Preventing Piracy, recently won a significant 
victory in a lawsuit filed against 8 illegal 
online storage service companies, resulting 
in the conviction and imprisonment of the 
presidents of the companies. 

Moreover, the film contents industry is 
aggressively seeking various online business 
models. One of the most active distributors, 
Cine21i, started distributing film contents in a 
legal way for a proper fee through its service 


; at 


program, Zlgam, and other online storage 
services such as P2P. They also developed 

a system called DCMS (Digital Contents 
Management System) which is a unified 
adjustment system able to provide accurate 
information to companies. Conversely, an 
idea for a collaborated business model 

with portal sites is being drawn up. The 
concept is designed to conduct users to legal 
platforms, thereby securing the profits for 
the rights holders. The two business models 
above demonstrate subtle differences 

in the way to secure copyrights and in 
understanding web-hard services. So, 

in order to form a compromise adjustments 


are required. The Cine21i model was based 


illustration by Bob CHANG 





on the premise that eradicating piracy 

is impossible, so converting as many 

illegal users as possible into legal users by 
distributing legal film contents via popular 
online storage services is the solution, 
while the collaborated business model is a 
concept for redirecting the users of web- 
hard services into a new legal platform. 

In addition, while the former intends to 
provide distribution of contents without 
DRM (Digital Rights Management), the 
latter focuses more on price competitiveness 
via DRM. There are pros and cons to both 
models. The former is relatively a slightly 
more profitable model than that of online 
screenings because contents are distributed 


where more consumers dwell. But, the latter 
can take advantage of the marketing power 
of portal sites while securing legal film 
contents. 

However, there are still more assignments 

that need to be carried out in order to 

vitalize the online film distribution market. 
First of all, setting up agreeable guidelines 
for technical management in securing film 
copyrights on online is necessary. Also, 
a transparent monitoring of sales and 
adjustment, reasonable profit sharing between 
contents providers and service providers, 
preventing a monopoly of the online market 
and adjusting holdbacks are the priorities to 
be settled first. 
KOFIC has also strengthened the 

administrative supports in responding to 
the situation. Above all, KOFIC tries to 
build “The Ancillary Market Distribution 
Management System,” a basic information 
system for vitalizing online distribution 
and “Public Online Distribution Channel,” 
an infrastructure for online distribution. 
“The Ancillary Market Distribution 
Management System” will be able to provide 
several programs such as the “Film Rights 
Information Management System” and 
the “Standard Contract System” where it 
is possible to make a contract online, the 
“Film Sales Statistic Management System in 
the Ancillary Markets” and the “Searching 
Engine for the Current Status of Film 
Distribution.” Especially, the “Film Rights 
Information Management System” and the 
“Standard Contract System” will be run 
through the cooperation of the Copyright 
Commission and the Copyright Protection 
Center, mutually sharing information in order 
to monitor and regulate piracy data when 
right holders request it. Building the “Public 
Online Distribution Channel” is a business for 
providing high definition film files via open 
API (Application Program Interface) with 
tools for the film business such as Copyright 
Protection System, Profit Adjustment System, 
Film Meta DB and more. KOFIC strongly 
expects these policies to be beneficial in 
vitalizing the online VOD market and hopes 
that the year 2010 will be a turning point in 
normalizing the ancillary markets in Korea.@ 
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A dark era 


for Korean cinema? 


By Darcy Paquet (Koreanfilm.org) 





Most anyone working 
in the Korean 
film industry will 
give you the same 
answer: Korean 
cinema is hurting. 
Its recent slump 
predates the global 
economic downturn by more than a year. 
The industry’s workforce, which had grown 
significantly in the mid-decade boom years, 
is finding it increasingly difficult to get by. 
Many say that a drain in talent is inevitable. 
Yet to say the industry is in a tailspin 
may be an oversimplification. Many people 
seem to view the situation as a ship full of 
passengers, navigating a treacherous sea. 
But it may be more accurate to say that the 
industry is fragmenting into many pieces, 
each heading off into a different direction. 
Take, for example, Korea’s best answer to 
the “three amigos” from Mexico (Inarritu, 
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Del Toro, Cuaron). One might argue that 
PARK Chan-wook, BONG Joon-ho, and KIM 
Jee-woon have been more or less unaffected 
by the industry’s slump, apart from increased 
pressure to produce a box office hit. PARK’s 
Thirst and BONG’s Mother both rank as 
ambitious features that push their careers in 
interesting new directions. One feels little 
sense that either of these directors were 
constrained by difficult economic conditions 
in the film industry at home. Indeed, Focus 
Features’ decision to invest in Thirst is 

a sign of the burgeoning international 
reputations of these filmmakers. With KIM 
Jee-woon developing a remake of 1970s 
French thriller Max and the Junkmen to be 
shot in Philadelphia, and BONG planning 

a big budget adaptation of the French sci- 
fi comic book Transperceneige, the three 
directors seem to be moving into a more 
international space of where they will be 
more independent of developments in the 
Korean film industry. 


At the other end of the spectrum, low- 
budget independent films, many of them 
shot on HD, are showing continuing vitality 
in the face of the industry’s troubles. To 
begin with, the number of such films 
continues to grow steadily. As newer 
technology makes it possible to create films 
of decent technical quality on a low-budget, 
more and more filmmakers are going ahead 
with independent or self-financed features. 
Even students still in film school are making 
their presence felt, with works like The Day 
After, Members of the Funeral and The 
Room Nearby from the Korean Academy of 
Film Arts being invited to screen in sidebar 
sections of the Berlin Film Festival. 

One result of this is that such films are 
increasingly capturing the attention of 
critics and specialized audiences, and many 
people now see the independent film sector 
as the industry’s biggest source of creativity. 
Recent examples of films that won wide 
festival exposure and enjoyed successful, 


small-scale commercial releases at home are 
Daytime Drinking by NOH Young-seok and 
Breathless by YANG Ik-june. The latter film 
in particular has become something of a 
sensation after winning nine awards at seven 
European film festivals including the Tiger 
Award at Rotterdam. And though it certainly 
ranks as an anomaly, the unbelievable 
commercial success of the low-budget 
documentary Old Partner, about an 80 year- 
old farmer and his aging cow, has shattered 
common perceptions on the potential of 
independent films. The film ultimately sold 
over 3 million tickets, stirring up a media 
storm and drawing many older viewers who 
don’t usually visit the theater. 

None of this means that the average 
independent filmmaker is enjoying any 
semblance of economic security. Even in the 
industry’s boom years, that was not the case, 
but at the same time it appears that the 
Korean film industry’s slump is not directly 
holding back independent filmmakers. More 


crucial for such films is the availability of 
government support, a source that is not 
directly tied to the film industry’s fortunes. 
(In this sense, many observers are anxiously 
watching to see how the government’s new 
policies will affect the sector in the coming 
year) 

The Korean films that have been hardest 
hit by the slump are mid-sized commercial 
films, and this year it has been typical for 
only 2 to 3 mainstream, genre-influenced 
features to be released per month (compared 
to 5-10 in the boom years). A sharp drop in 
the amount of film financing available, and 
a perceived cooling of interest in Korean 
films by local audiences are the major 
symptoms of the slump. Financing woes are 
likely to continue, but the issue of viewer 
interest in local films is more complicated 
than it first appears to be. Take, for example, 
the modestly budgeted comedy Scandal 
Makers. Competently directed, but otherwise 
thoroughly conventional, the family-friendly 


film rode positive word of mouth to gross an 
astounding 8 million admissions, setting a 
new box office record for a Korean comedy. 
Clearly, Korean viewers were in the mood 

for a good comedy, but such results suggest 
that even in the slump, the commercial 
potential of local films may be largely 
unchanged. Rather, it seems that local 
viewers are simply more skeptical, and wait 
for word of mouth to spread before jumping 
on the bandwagon. The unexpected, word- 
of-mouth success of films like Forever the 
Moment and The Chaser from 2008 also 
seems to support this view. 

Between the years 1996 and 2006 Korean 
cinema enjoyed a period of almost constant 
growth, taking its place as a commercial 
powerhouse within Asia. Now it feels like 
the industry is entering a different era, but 
it is unclear exactly where current trends are 
carrying it. Korean cinema may be feeling 
its way in the dark. But that does not mean 
that all is gloom.@ 
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KOREAN 
FILMS 
AT CANNES 


FESTIVAL DE CANNES 


—<———— 
Competition Directed by PARK Chan-wook 
Cast SONG Kang-ho, KIM Ok-vin, SHIN Ha-kyun 


By LEE Hyong-suk 
On the day of press screening for the film 
Thirst, rain came down in Seoul. Not having 
the sun out, it must have been a good day 
for a vampire to step out in the world. It 
was also the day after the announcement of 
Official Selections for this year’s Cannes Film 
Festival. SONG Kang-ho welcomes the press 
by saying, “This film is very much suitable 
for such rainy day rather than a sunny day.” 
Turning into a vampire in the film, SONG 
is lively active at night and always conceals 
himself in the dark. One of the folklore in 
the western culture, “vampires are afraid of 
the sun”, embodies in this film and further 
becomes a crucial motif to determine the 
second half of the film. 

The Korean title of Thirst, PARK’s 8th 
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feature film, is “bat” which symbolizes 
vampires in the western culture. But such 
imaginative creature is unfamiliar in Korean 
and Asian narratives, which is why a film 
about vampires has seldom been made in 
Korea, though there are notable films that 
parodied the fable of “Dracula”. 

Therefore, Thirst is a film which stirs 
Strangely typical elements of the western 
culture such as vampires, Catholicism and 
a modernized hospital, all embedded into 
an ordinary Korean household. While a 
priest, the main character of the film, plays 
Bach’s Cantata No. 82 with the recorder 
at a hospital for a patient, old Korean pop 
songs from ’30~40s reverberate through the 
Korean household. 

Also, juxtaposing the logo of CJ 
Entertainment with the logo of Universal 
Pictures on the screen seems to be a 
metaphor of mixing those two clashing 
cultures. As Thirst is the first Korean film 
co-produced with a major Hollywood studio, 
the two parties invested equally down the 
middle. And it will be distributed in North 
America by Focus Features, the art house 
films division of Universal Pictures. 


The film is based on the novel “Therese 
Raquin” by the French writer Emile ZOLA 
which was first published in 1867. And 
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as such, the film contains three principal 
characters; two men and a woman. Sang- 
hyun, a sincere priest, works at a hospital 
and have deep compassion for patients 
dying from a virus called “Emmanuel virus.” 
His sympathy for them makes volunteer for a 
deadly medical experiment abroad in search 
for its vaccine. While participating in the 
experiment, Sang-hyun gets infected by the 
virus and stares into the eyes of Death. He is 
miraculously revived from the dead by blood 
transfusion, but the procedure turns him 
into a vampire. Upon his return to Korea, he 
becomes famous as “a priest of miracle”, but 
he is tormented by conflicting desires for 
murder, blood and his religious beliefs. 
Meanwhile, a number of believers visit 
Sang-hyun for a miracle. Among them is 
Ms. LA (KIM Hae-sook), who tries to cure 
her son’s mental illness and finds out that 
Sang-hyun and her son, Kang-woo (SHIN 
Ha-kyun), were childhood friends. And 
as it is in the novel Thérese, Tae-ju (KIM 
Ok-vin) was an abandoned child who was 
adopted into Ms. LA’s family and became 
Kang-woo’s wife. Although Tae-ju’s in-laws 
treated her like a family pet, she hid her 
true instincts deep inside her. All of sudden, 
Sang-huyn’s appearance awakens her 
concealed desires. 


A sonata of seduction, 
a fantasy of guilt and 
a cantata of atonement. 
The priest’s good intentions toward God 
and human beings come back in a malicious 
way. Although sacrificing himself to save 
the infected, he turned into a vampire 
as if abandoned by God. Affected by the 
virus, he is seduced by human blood and 
corrupted by female body. Can the priest 
who violates the commandments with 
murder and adultery be redeemed? The 
director PARK comments, “The origin of 
the story was about a priest, not a vampire. 
] wanted to deal with a matter of choice 
by the priest who is put into an impossible 
situation where he has to violate his beliefs 
to survive.” 

This film starts with a sonata of seduction 
and corruption, goes through a fantasy 
of guilt and approaches a cantata of 
atonement. Hybridizing a naturalism novel 
of the 19th Century with a bloodshed 
vampire genre, PARK stirs up religious 
themes of atonement and salvation, 
Hitchcock-styled classic crime and a fatal 
melodrama. At a research facility for vaccine, 
a doctor tells Sang-hyun, “psychologically, 
there is no clear line between suicide and 
martyrdom.” In addition, Sang-hyun quotes 
Saint Bruno, “suicide is martyrdom for 
Satan.” Some deaths in the film are standing 
on the boundary of suicide and martyrdom. 
Sang-hyun as a vampire justifies his killing 
for blood by saying he is “helping a person 
who wants to commit suicide.” 

This film varies in every scene from a 
religious drama and a crime drama to a 
melodrama and a vampire film and offers 


different interpretations of murder and death. 


Showing a priest suffering an inner conflict 
between instinctual desires and oath to God, 
this film starts off as a religious drama but 
soon turns into a crime drama when Tae- 

ju and Sang-hyun conspire together to kill 
Kang-woo. During the transitional period, 
Sang-hyun gets deeply involved in obscene 
acts with Tae-ju and escalates to committing 
murders for blood. The more he gets sensual 
pleasures, the deeper his guilt gets. PARK 
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once mentioned, “a recurring theme in my 
films is redemption” and Thirst is “above all, 
about love.” 


Black comedy and love story 
PARK came up with the idea of Thirst about 
10 years ago. During the production of his 
third film, JSA: Joint Security Area (1999), 
PARK pitched his idea to SONG Kang-ho 
who was the lead. PARK stated, “First time 
this idea came to my head was around 
1997. 1 grew up in a Catholic family so 1 got 
used to the atmosphere of Catholicism and 
would often ponder about the identity of 
the priest.” He developed the idea further 
with detailed plot and character relationships 
later on when he encountered Emil ZOLA’s 
novel. 

According to PARK’s comments, this is 
the first time for him to throw his own 
visage into a main character in his films. 
“Spiritless, a coward having sophisticated 
logics to justify oneself, all those resemble 
me.” SONG adds jokingly, “Sang-hyun’s 
irresolute personality and attitude like 
living an extra life are very much like him. 
Recently, his sense of humor became sharply 
refined.” As such, dark, brooding humor and 
black comedy penetrate through this film. 
Therefore, Thirst contains PARK’s own traits 


of growing up in a Catholic family, studying 
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Philosophy in school and being an atheist 
and anarchist in his films. 

However, PARK’s idea began to change 
as it was being developed. Since 4-5 years 
ago, PARK has mentioned about Thirst after 
finishing Sympathy for Lady Vengeance 
(2005). His follow-up, I’m a Cyborg but 
That’s OK (2006), was in fact an improvised 
project. During the production of I’m a 
Cyborg but That’s OK, PARK once affirmed, 
“Thirst will be the most dark, violent and 
erotic film I’ve made.” But during the 
interviews after the film’s wrap, PARK’s 
attitude was hesitant, “I recently tend to 
waver in employing a visually appealing 
description. The reason could be my age. | 
might deal with a strongly violent scene by 
utilizing conventions of the genre or ] might 
not.” As he mentioned, this film eventually 
came out as a film with much softer and 
lighter tone than that of the original idea. 
Thirst starts with seduction, corruption, 
atonement and redemption, leading the 
narrative to a story of adultery and love 
Story in the second act, eventually ending up 
with a romantic atmosphere. 

Introducing different ways of taking blood 
will also stir up the audience. In a twisted 
way, this film can be seen as a manual for 
drawing blood. Sang-hyun sucks blood 
through a tube attached to a patient, stores 





it in a bottle and drinks it. He also drinks it 
with a vinyl pack like drinking a concentrated 
juice, and freezes it inside a refrigerator and 
heats it up with microwave. 


Alec Soth, Odilon Redon & 
Bach Cantata No. 82 


Each of PARK’s films create unique images 
in collaboration with production design, 
colors and music. Since Old Boy, director 
of photography CHUNG Chung-hoon, who 
has worked with PARK on his consequent 
films, was told to look up the works of an 
American photographer Alec SOTH. And 
those references embody the film as the 
prevailing images of describing the space 
of Sang-hyun in the first half of the film. 
Above all, the ways a hospital, stairs, cathedral 
and characters were captured on film are 
impressively appealing. PARK was into the 


works of Nan GOLDIN when the production 
of Sympathy for Lady Vengeance began. 
According to the production note, the world 
of Tae-ju, “Happy Hanbok”, is a result from 
adopting the works of Odilon Redon, a 
19th Century French surrealist, symbolist 
painter. Also, by placing Korean traditional 
clothe, vodka, mahjong, a statue of the Holy 
Mother, old LPs inside of a modern building, 
the production design department has 
created a multi-national, complex space by 
fusing various religions, cultures and eras. 
The film begins with Bach’s Cantata No. 
82, which is titled ‘Ich habe genug’(“I am 
fully satisfied”). It conveys how one could 
accept even death as eternal peace because 
of the redemption of Jesus. On the other 
hand, there are old Korean pop songs 
from 1930-40s. While the songs of NAM 
In-soo and LEE Nan-young, such as “My 


Hometown”, “A Shadow of My Hometown” 
and “Come back for Crying on the Wharf”, 
were favorites of Ms. LA and Kang-woo, 
Tae-ju is sick and tired of those songs. 

In addition to the production design and 
art, music is also a crucial component to 
the world of PARK Chan-wook. His films 
are fully covered with his personal “tastes”. 
In fact, PARK has quoted and concealed 
many cultural and artistic codes in his films, 
awaiting for his audiences to excavate 
them. 


PARK Chan-wook 
and SONG Kang-ho 


Thirst will compete at Cannes this year. 
Many globally acclaimed directors will 
join him in the Official Selection this 
year including Quentin TARANTINO, who 
presented 2004 Cannes Grand Jury Prize 


/ 


to PARK for Old Boy, Jane CAMPION, Lars 
von TRIER and Ken ROACH who already 
won Palm d’Or in the past. PARK comments 
on the invitation, “because so many great 
directors’ films are invited, | feared that 
Thirst would not be able to join their works. 
Just being in the list of these filmmakers is 
an honor enough as if I’ve already received 
an award.” 

SONG Kang-ho will be on the red carpet 
in Cannes for the 4th consecutive year, and 
second Official Selection film since LEE 
Chang-dong’s Secret Sunshine in 2007. This 
is his 3rd collaboration with PARK. PARK 
comments on SONG’s acting, “like many 
others around me, | was a little bit worried 
whether SONG would be able to pull off 
a love story. But 1 knew he would create 
beautiful romance in the film, and 1 am fully 
satisfied with the result.”® 
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FILMS SPOTLIGHT 
AT CANNES 


AN ACTRESS, 


BECOMES 


A FEMALE SHAMAN 


By JUNG Jee-won 





Thirst changed the eyes of this young 
actress. Her eyes are blurring, but appealing. 
While seemingly looking into the emptiness, 
she seems to be into something. As if being 
a female shaman, she emits a strong aura. 
It is a spiritual sympathy between an actress 
and her character. 

She shouted loudly after reading the script 
of Thirst. A fatal melodrama, strangely 
hybridizing narrative and vampires were 
coming to her mind first. Nudity and strong 
sexual contents were required, but she 
was not afraid of them at all. She actually 
grabbed the role with glee. Director PARK 
Chan-wook saw potentials in her sturdy 
attitude. It was the same feeling of seeing 
GANG Hye-jung in Old Boy. 

Her character Tae-ju is an anxious woman 
who seeks a departure from her boring life. 
Living a monotonous life with her mentally 
ill husband and obstinate mother-in-law, 
she has repeatedly lived like a clock. She 
could not see an exit until meeting Sang- 
hyun, a priest played by SONG Kang- 
ho. Encountering him and turning into 
a vampire, gives her an outlet or a way 
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out in her life. Falling into a fatal love, 
they conspire killing her husband. Beyond 
freedom, she desires a forbidden thing. 

The haunted look and expressions of KIM, 
morphing into Tae-ju, reveals not only how 
absorbed she was in her character and the 
film, but also how anxious she was to act. 
It is this “thirst” for acting and eruption she 
needed. 

She is continuously on the run. KIM 
made her screen debut with 4th installment 
of Whispering Corridors horror series 
Voice in 2005. This horror series is famous 
for introducing young rising stars to the 
industry. KIM was noticed by her beautiful 
appearance first and because she had just 
graduated high school, she was expected to 
go along the way most beautiful actresses 
do. Conversely, she went the other way. 

For a Korean TV drama, “Hanoi Bride”, she 
played a Vietnamese girl and took on a role 
of a singer for “Over the Rainbow”. Her 
talents were shown off in the controversial 
film Dasepo Naughty Girls (2006), where 
her dancing sequence in the film became a 
hot topic. In addition, the harmony of her 
exotic eyes and strange charm of the film 


were dazzling. Under the glittering lights, 


her sexy moves in a school uniform shot 
her to stardom. Now it is the 4th year in 
her career and she could have gone down 
the easy route. Wearing a magnificent dress 
and flirting with a handsome guy, she could 
easily build her career in melodrama. After 
exploring her acting chops in several films, 
desire for something special remained inside 
her. Perhaps choosing Thirst was like a 
destiny, no doubt a monumental film in her 
career. In preparation for the role, director 
PARK ripped her clothes off, forced her to 
scream out loud and made her comfortable 
with blood. She successfully coped with 

her role and engraved her existence in the 
film with exaggerated performance and 
expressions. Like GANG Hye-jung in Old Boy 
and LEE Young-ae in Sympathy for Lady 
Vengeance, her uncanny aura is excessively 
prevalent in the film. KIM’s aimless eyes and 
helpless voice still resonate long after the 
film. If she doesn’t embody a new character 
soon, she’s convinced that she will be living 
as Tae-ju for a long time. This is not just a 
turning point, but she will continue to walk 
her destined path.@ 


photographer Park Ji-hyuk, COSMOPOLITAN KOREA 
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“CHARGING INTO THE EYE 
OF A TYPHOON” 


The man who set the local box office record with The Host, BONG Joon-ho 
is back with a story of a mother fighting desperately for her son. What will 
BONG show the world again with a film starring KIM Hae-ja, a household 
name who has been long loved by the Koreans, and rising star WON Bin. 
We had a chance to sit down with the helmer, currently busy with post- 
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production for Mother. 


What kind of film is Mother? 

It is about a mother who will go extreme 
lengths for her son. How far a mother 

will go to save her son? Here the son is 
trapped when he is framed of a murder and 
his mother fights desperately to save him 
herself. 

How is Mother different from other films 
you have directed, for instance Memories 
of Murder or The Host? 

1 used to like film that have a theme or a 
story and have certain meaning or range 
of feelings. For example, looking into serial 
killings exposed Korean society and military 
regime or the monster in Han River led 

to a family fighting against not only that 
monster, but also the country and society 
that interfere with this family’s fight, rather 
than lending a helping hand. Like so, 1 like 
extending things, but this time it was just 
the opposite. There is a murder at a village, 
and some incidents, but in the end, there is 
the mother and her son, and it was towards 
that core | marched into. | made the film 
with this feeling of constantly running 
towards that essence, the eye of a typhoon, 
the center. 

During an interview before you started 
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production, you had confessed as a fan of 
actress KIM Hae-ja, and that you couldn't 
wait to start working with her. On the 
other hand, you also said you will give her 
a hard time and push things to the limit. 

1 said 1 will push her to the limit before 
shooting, then it must have been because 
she wanted that. 1 believe she had told me 
she does not like situations where young 
directors say ‘you show us, then we will 
applaud.’ | replied to her ‘I have no such 
intention’. Then we sort of were able to 
work things with great synergy and had a 
lot of fun. | had been a fan of hers since 

1 was little and the fact that she and | can 
work together as a director and actress was 
an unbelievable experience. But once the 
shooting began, we settled in quickly and 
it felt as if we had been doing this for over 
a decade, making everything all the more 
better. | had been busy with post-production 
lately so couldn’t see her much, and | miss 
her a lot. 

As before, there are many new faces 

in this film. What was the basic rule of 
casting? 

] simply like actors who can act well. So | 
worry about how to find actors with great 


acting chops. Of course, | have intensive 
auditions but it can’t be 100% reliable. 
Because audition is done over a short period 
of time within a certain framework, the 
best way to find actors is to watch a short 
or feature film that actor starred in, or in 
case of stage actors, | often visit the theater 
to see the play myself. Like SONG Se-byuk, 
who starred as one of the detectives, was 
someone | asked to join after | was greatly 
impressed by his acting on a theater 
production. As for YUN Je-mun or JEON 
Mi-seon, | was already very close with them 
since we had worked together before, and | 
had them in mind since the screenplay stage. 
In case of JIN Gu, 1 had not worked with 
him before, but he was very impressive in 

A Dirty Carnival and several other films. In 
this film, he plays another lazy young man 
living in the country who makes a good 
pair with the main character, Do-jun, and | 
actually had JIN in mind when | was writing 
the script. Luckily, when 1 showed him the 
script, he exclaimed, “this character is me!” 
Other than that, there are also cases where 
actors who were very impressive during the 
audition for my former works, The Host 
and Memories of Murder, but could not 
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work together because they did not fit the 


characters, so 1 brought them back and 
collaborated together this time. 

What troubled you the most while 
directing Mother? 

The staff and the production members were 
so talented that the schedule and budget 
of this one were proceeded as close to the 
original plan as possible. Perhaps it was all 
because assistant director had such good 
luck, and the weather was good all along 
so we were able to stay on track. Everything 
was indebted to all the staff and production 
crew. Personally, 1 had wanted to challenge 
myself, so 1 think | was harsh on myself, but 
maybe not. Let’s go to the end with this 
film, let’s throw away scales, or the end of 
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extravaganza but talk about ‘what is mother 
and son’, ‘how does a heart of mother look 
like’, or ‘what is human’, these were the 
thoughts in my mind and it was somewhat 
tough to pull through. 

Then what was the most interesting and 
impressive experience? 

1am still not finished with the job so 1 am 
not sure. A while ago KIM Yun-a won the 
World Championship in figure skating and 
interviewed, “it was the first time 1 was 
convinced of my own performance”, and 
when | heard those words | was shocked 
and envious of her. She fully deserved to say 
those words. | have not yet made a film 1 
am convinced of my own worth. This is my 
fourth film, and 1 had been wishing to make 


Mo th er Un Certain Regard 


Directed by BONG Joon-ho 
Cast KIM Hye-ja, WON Bin 





Synopsis Widowed for a long time, a 
mother lives alone with her only son. He Is 
28 years old, a shy and quiet young man. 

In the aftermath of a terrible murder, the 
woman's hopeless, helpless son becomes 
the prime suspect. There is no real evidence 
against him, but the police throw groundless 
suspicion at him. Eager to close the case, 
the police are happy with their cursory 
investigation and arrest the boy. His defense 
attorney turns out to be incompetent and 
unreliable. Faced with no other choice, his 
mother gets involved, determined to prove 
her son's innocence. 


one that can convince me. 1 hope Mother is 
the one, but 1 am still in the middle of it so 1 
don’t know. 

It is said that you shifted even more 
locations than Memories of Murder. 

How so? 

Number of shooting locations was about 
half of Memories of Murder, but the time 
spent on moving around was much longer. | 
think there were 50 locations for Memories 
of Murder and 30 for Mother, but for 
Memories of Murder all the locations were 
in Jeollanam-do while Mother was shot 

all over the continent except North Korea, 
so sometimes it took us 7 to 8 hours just 

to move to a different locale. But 1 could 
not do otherwise. | wanted to find the 

right location, a location fit to the level 

of KIM Hae-ja. | understand that actors 

may wonder ‘why are they shooting this 
scene at such a place’ and the will to act 
can fade away. So 1 wanted to find places 
where she will like and 1 became more and 
more energetic about location scouting. 
Thankfully, although she is not a young lady 
anymore, she enjoyed working at different 
places and moving around. Another worry 
on my mind was what if crew members got 
into a car accident since we moved so often, 


but luckily enough, save for minor incidents 
there weren’t any big accidents or injuries. 
If there is a rule you have in regards to 
location scouting, what will it be? 
Pre-production period was grid-locked 
from end of March, early April through 
September, and | wanted to find all the 
locales during that time. Time-wise, it was 
not sufficient enough, although it was 
somewhat longer than any other Korean 
film’s pre-production period. When | did 
Memories of Murder, pre-production period 
went on around 10 months to nearly a 
year. But as a result, we found many great 
spots. Because we had to do this in a short 
period of time, we had as many as 7x8 
teams from the production crew, and it was 
almost a full-scale scanning of the country. 
We even went down to Ullung-do in the 
East Sea. We didn’t shoot anything there, 
but on the way back we found a good spot 
and shot the climax scene at that location. 
The work put into this project by the 
production crew and staff, who practically 
swept the entire country, meant a lot. Also, 
as the saying goes, Korea is a country of 
constant construction redevelopment and 
we saw much of that happening right 

now. It is nothing like the medieval cities 

in Europe where a building stands in 

one place for hundreds of years. Because 
everything changes in a month or two with 
a great speed, when a place was chosen 

as the shooting location, the problem of 
preserving it until the shooting troubled us 
the most. There were also cases where we 
were authorized to shoot but disallowed 
cooperation later. We went through all this 
one by one, we were able to get through all 
those numerous locations stably. Particularly 
the film does not rely on sets or computer 
graphics, about 99% of the visuals rely only 
on location shoots. 

Any artificial artwork or wardrobe had 
been eliminated. What was the main focus 
of production design? 

As the title implies, it is a story of a mother, 
and in the beginning, ‘mother’ is just like 
any other normal moms out there but 

later on in the film she undergoes extreme 


transformation. Thus in the end, it had to 
be about the mom and son, especially mom, 
and the art concepts had to fully focus on 
the mother character. There is this beautiful 
backdrop but character somehow becomes 
peculiarly isolated from the background. The 
clothes mother wears, the color used by her 
were hotly debated over with art director 
RYU Sung-hee. Whether it may be the 
mother’s thoughts, or her character, what 
color can best describe her? The space she 
is in, the clothes she wears, those were the 
questions we had thought over the most. 
What did the music focus on? 

Music director LEE Byeong-u was another 
person | was fan of since my high school 


years. He was such a famous guitarist, and 





] had been a fan from the days when he 
was part of the duo ‘Etteonnal’ So it was 
exciting and wonderful to work with him 
and 1 think because we had collaborated in 
The Host and Tokyo! already, we could work 
comfortably together. 1 think his music was 
always beautiful, not only in my films but 

in all the films participated in. Yet there is 
something even newer in this film. So 1 am 
looking forward to it. 1 hope that new music 
will be finished on time. 

You drew the storyboard yourself. Is there 
a reason? 

1] always do. | believe constructing the 
scenes is the most important task given to 
the director. 1 could have storyboard artist 
draw them for me, but often it is difficult 


to explain so even though my hands hurt, 
doing it myself produces more accurate, 
better results. For The Host, 1 drew the 
drama part, and the part monster appears 
was drawn by another artist. But storyboards 
for Barking Dogs Never Bite and Memories 
of Murder were all drawn by me. 

What was the reason you decided to use 
"anamorphic lens’? It is known to be used 
in large scale films, and are you satisfied 
with the result using this lens? 

] shot Mother in 2.35:1 ratio and The Host 
in 1.85:1 ratio. Because of the wide river 
and the spectacles, many think it should 

be the other way around, but my thoughts 
were the opposite. The reason | used 2.35:1 
ratio in Mother was because this film is 

not fixated on massive spectacles but 
rather a character-centered one, especially 
centered around actress KIM Hae-ja, and 
that ratio seemed to fit better. Like those 
Spaces produced when the camera takes 
the face or the body, | thought it is a good 
screen size to describe certain anxiety or 
hysteria. Also, there is something definitely 
different when the face of the actors are 
zoomed in by 2.35:1 and not 1.85:1. 

There is something more intense about it. 
Personally, my favorite 2.35:1 film is Punch 
Drunk Love by Paul Thomas ANDERSON. 
That one is not a massive scaled film as 
well, but the mysteriously empty uneasiness 
or the loneliness of the characters are well 
described in 2.35:1 ratio. Anyway, in Mother 
] thought it is much better to do it this 
way to describe the mother and son, or the 
mother alone. That is probably why | had 
used anamorphic lens in Mother unlike The 
Host. 

What would you like to point out to the 
audiences to further enjoy this film? 

It is filled with burning passion, but even 
so 1 hope people will watch it with a 
comfortable, open heart, without giving it 
too much thought. Every single audience 
has a mother, or memories about mother. 
Thinking ‘will my mother do the same’, 

or those who are mothers ‘can | do the 
same’, may make the film feel even more 
passionate and interesting.@ 
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LOSS, WHERE IT BEGINS AGAIN 


Director Ounie LECOMTE’s Letter to Her Father 


A Brand New Life 





Directed by Ounie LECOMTE Cast KIM Saeron, KO A-sung, SUL Kyunggu Producer LEE Chang-dong 
Production Now Film (Korea) & Gloria Film (France) 
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By HWANG Hee-yun 


A Brand New Life does not indicate a 
specific time period upon which the film is 
premised. The only hint we may find in the 
film is a song of HYE Eun-e, “You May Not 
Know”, which was one of the most popular 
songs from 70s. As the film begins, Jin-hee, 
the girl in A Brand New Life sings that song 
in front of her father in a voice that sounds 
very mature. However, there is no subtitle on 
screen like “Seoul, 70s” to indicate the time 
frame. Yet, despite the fact that where and 
when the film takes place is not spelled out, 
for Korean people, it is quite obvious that 
this film is not about contemporary Korea. 

Seoul has become a modern city covered 
with high-rise buildings. Stores signs along 
the streets are repeatedly changing and 
bright neon signs light up the whole night. 
However, the memories of director Ounie 
LECOMTE are stuck like a broken clock to 
a specific time and space in the 70s, due to 
the deep personal experiences she had at the 
time. 

Director LECOMTE left Korea in the mid 
70s. She was adopted when she was 10 years 
old into France, so her memories of Korea 
have been trapped in that period before she 
moved. Since then, visiting Korea about 10 
times, she recently found out that Korea 
has changed so much, but she would not 
put any effort into catching up with the 
changes. This being the case, the camera 
mostly focuses on one place, an orphanage 
owned by a Catholic foundation where she 
stayed for a while before leaving for France. 

Her memory of that time is like an old 
photograph, a compelling but distant 
portrait. It is the memory of Jin-hee and 
also that of the director as well. She was 
abandoned and went to an orphanage, then 
a year later, was sent to live with a French 
family. Since then, she has lived as a French 
person, not as a Korean, and has forgotten 
her native language and identity. Therefore, 
Korea does not exist in her integral memory 
— it is a world she pushed away out of her 
memory since age 10. In France, she worked 
as a fashion magazine editor, an actress in 
the film Paris s’eveille by director Olivier 





ASSAYAS and became a screenplay writer. 
Obviously, the two worlds that she grew 
up in and experienced are too different to 
coexist. This is not caused only by cultural 
difference or physical distance. While the 
former was a time of loss, the latter became 
solely a time of overcoming. And between 
those two different worlds there was a time 
of transition in the orphanage. The director 
could not forcibly combine those two 
worlds. Instead, she excavates a memory that 
lies between those two worlds, remaining 
like the DMZ zone. This transitional time 
is like a glue which sticks the time spent 
together with her family to the time in 
France. It is also the most unforgettable 
moment in her life. It is why this film is 
fixated with Korea in the mid-70s and the 
ordinary life of an orphanage. 


“A letter to my father” 


The film starts with a close-up of Jin-hee’s 
face as she smiles, carried on her father’s 
back. As the sound of rough breathing 
spreads out through the screen, the kid 
wears a pair of enamel shoes and eats 
Bulgogi with her father. As this peaceful 
moment passes, it is the last happy moment 
Jin-hee has. After this, she enters a dark 


Director Ounie LECOMTE 


and painful world of loss, leaving behind 
the world of enamel shoes, sweet cake and 
Bulgogi. One scene acts as a metaphor 
which implies how rapid and sudden the 
change in her life is. She walks in marshy 
ground on the way back from peeing in a 
meadow, her enamel shoes get dirty, and her 
life goes wrong. 

A Brand New Life follows the flow of 
emotions which Jin-hee reveals. As a young 
girl in such a harsh situation, she cannot 
accept reality. The film subtly portrays how 
she changes as time goes by through her 
facial expressions and the sounds of her 
breathing. The first half of the film is from 
Jin-hee’s point of view. Jin-hee identifies 
her pain with Jesus’ pain. On a Sunday 
morning, she goes to a church and happens 
to glance at a father and a daughter. A 
priest’s sermon flows over the scene: “Jesus 
cried out in a loud voice, ‘My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me?’” It is the scene 
that juxtaposes her sorrow with that of 
Jesus. Losing her father, the feeling of loss 
she suffers can be as enormous as the pain 
of Jesus. However, the pain soon goes away 
and she remains as calm as the calm after a 
thunderstorm. 

A Brand New Life follows how Jin-hee 
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overcomes her feeling of loss and walks into 
the world. The kid could not accept the fact 
she was abandoned, but soon understands 
the circumstances and makes a compromise 
with the world. She gradually comes to 
realize that she cannot spend her life forever 
waiting for her father to come back. 

The film often ventures out of Jin- 
hee’s world and looks around at the people 
surrounding her. A babysitter (PARK Myung- 
sin) who is exhausted from too much work 
but still generous; Ye-jin (KO A-sung), 
who could not get adopted because of her 
handicap and remained like a big sister in 
the orphanage, Sook-hee (PARK Do-yeon) 
who tries to get adopted before she gets too 
old. Characters in the film are not always 
good, yet neither are they bad. They are 
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lively. While the memories of abandonment 


are severe, there are touching remembrances 
that well up too. She even describes her 
father with a warm glance. The father who 
washed her feet before sending her to an 
orphanage, the only blood she has and dares 
to hate although she wants him back. 

As the director states on in the director’s 
notes, this film is “a letter to my father” 
and the evidence is everywhere in the film. 
She remembers her father not as someone 
who abandoned her, but as one who gave 
her a chance to meet anther world. That is 
why the film emphasizes the father’s warm 
back. This is similar to the way the director 
views the world. The director is full of an 
optimistic view of the world. 

The babysitter who never displays a smile 
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is also described as a warm character. She 
cries inwardly at a night after sending Yejin 
away. When Jin-hee is about to leave, the 
babysitter asks Jin-hee to sing a song with a 
countenance full of affection. Ye-jin recovers 
from the terrible pain she feels from losing 
someone’s love and she comes back to life 
as a big sister. Jin-hee also accepts her 
reality and new environment. Lying down 
on the ground with eyes closed like a dead 
bird, Jin-hee finally stands on her feet and 
decides to go on living. She learns that the 
desire to die in desperation is the same as 
the one to live a passionate life. 


Beyond the loss 
A Brand New Life is a film about people 
who walk through their pain in order to 





overcome loss. Because everything goes 
around and comes around, you do not 
have to be sorrowful. The one who needs 
to be protected changes into the one who 
protects. The one who sends another away 
turns into the one who is being sent away. 
Life repeats itself. Jin-hee is the one being 
protected by the orphanage, but she protects 
a bird. As others depart she waves her hands 
in farewell, but she soon it is she who flies 
away, out of that place and into the world. 
The director mixes these life attributes 
with recurring music in the film. With 3 
songs, “You May Not Know” which Jin-hee 
sings, “Farewell Song” which the orphanage 
children sing for the child that leaves and 
“The Hometown | Used to Live in” which is 
the most popular children’s song in Korea. In 
the film, whenever kids leave the orphanage 
for adoption, the children sing those two 
songs for farewell. As the songs continue, 
Jin-hee eventually becomes the one who is 
listening to the songs. 
When she leaves the orphanage, Jin- 
hee sings the song “You May Not Know” 
which she once sang for her father. The 
song opens the film and closes it. The 
song flows over these naked scenes and 
impressively resonates in the mind. This is 
a secret confession directed at her parents 
who abandoned her; it is also a gesture 
of forgiveness and a compromise with the 
world. As the lyrics of the song go, “you 
may not know how much 1 loved you. Just 
call my name, and 1 will be there standing.” 
Then, the loss is completely overcome. 


Reunion with mom 

She also overcomes her loss in reality. 
This film was not originally planned to be 
directed by her. This project began to be 
formed in 1991 and she planned to show 
up in the film as herself, a French woman 
visiting Seoul to find her roots. While the 
project was abortive, she met her mother 
instead. When a newspaper covered her 
Story, it led to a reunion with her mom. 
Since then, she has visited Korea to meet 
her mom and understand the country better. 
And then, she naturally forgot the project. 


This forgotten project was revived again 
when she met director LEE Chang-dong 
visiting France for the release of Secret 
Sunshine. LEE wanted to read her script, 
and after read it, commented on the 
scenario, saying it was “pretty simple, but 
contains many things.” Since then, the 
collaborative work has been in progress as a 
decision was made to form a co-production 
between Korean film company, Now Film 
and French production company, Gloria 
Film. Director LEE has been very supportive 
of the film production. 

Although A Brand New Life is made of 
two cultures, two worlds and the destiny of 
two people, it dissolves everything fluidly 
into a consistent film because it touches 
on a substantial emotion at the bottom 





of the human heart. In an interview, the 


director said, “this film is not a story of 
adoption. We all have had the experience 
of losing something precious and at least 
once of being afraid of losing our parents 
suddenly when we were kids. In the film, 
Jin-hee lost her father at age 9. And she 
begins to understand her being alone and 
newly learning how to live. She learns and 
experiences all those things after the loss of 
her father. What 1 want to say most is that 
loving is after all losing. That is what 1 mean 
by a substantial emotion.” 

What this means is that with this 
realization one no longer fears losing 
something anymore because loss holds the 
possibility of an opening where one can 
refill the heart with something new.@ 
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OF YEARNING A NEW LIFE 


Director HONG Sangsoo’s Newest Film 


Like You Know It All 








Directed by HONG Sangsoo Cast KIM Tae-woo, KO Hyun-jung, UM Ji-won 


By JUNG Han-seok 





“A man named KU Kyeong-nam visits the 
city of Jecheon to take part in the film 
festival as a jury member. There he meets an 
old friend, have a few drinks and ends up 
spending the night at his house. The friend 


says he has met the love of his life and 
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began living a new life. He travels to Jeju-do 
and hooks up with his senior from college, 
who is a famous artist. Again, they have 
drinks together and KU visits his friend’s 
home. The man got remarried 2 years ago, 
and the wife turns out to be KU’s former 
lover and someone he had proposed to, and 


consequently rejected. The man, too, says he 
is living a new life with his wife. It is in the 
middle of the summer, and similar events 
happen to KU at Jecheon and Jeju, but if 
you look closely there are many differences 


too. 
These are the words HONG Sangsoo wrote 


in the production note to explain his ninth 
feature film Like You Know It All. The 
protagonist KU Kyeong-nam is also a film 
director like the character from Woman on 
the Beach. As before, the main character 
encounters few people at different places 
by chance, some of them odd, some of 
them situational. In the film, a film critic 
who is also a member of the jury at the film 
festival says “] have established the standard 
of understanding human mind through 
your films.” To that KU responds “Really? 
Thank you for the compliment,” and the 
critic adds “If it weren’t for your works, | 
would never be able to understand certain 
types of people.” It is rather humorous to 
see this critic in the film being so serious 
despite the circumstances (the words he 
Says are awkwardly delivered in front of 

the restaurant right after the meal), but in 
fact such characters are common in HONG 
Sangsoo’s works. There are certain people, 
or the status we are in, that we would never 
understand, or look into carefuly enough 
unless it weren’t for HONG’s films. 


On a winter day of 2007, HONG Sangsoo 
was talking with someone, and hears him 
say, “Like you know it all...”. HONG can’t 
remember under what context the person 
said those words, but he decided to use 
it as the title of his newest film. His titles 
are always interesting, but they are not 
necessarily decided by meanings they hold. 
If the words used in the title can express 
the theme in an impressive way and do not 
distort things too much, HONG had went 
with them even if the contents of the film 
do not match completely. But this time, 
the words used in the title appear more 
often and are part of the dialogue. If the 
major theme of HONG Sangsoo’s works 
have always been “the freedom free from 
common ideology”, what was Like You 
Know It All’s minor theme? This time it was 
the issue of ‘a new life’. 

“| had once said, what will it be like to call 
the next film ‘New Life’. This theme of new 
life must have had something attractive to 
me. | also just like the feeling those words 
give me. There was probably something 





that’s piled up inside of me, like the people 


who live a new life, or those who believe 
they are living one. That was why | had set 
KU to meet two couples who believe they 
have started a new life together.” 

After he decided on the theme and the 
title, HONG had “wondered where the 
film should be shot.” The story was set for 
the main character to go back and forth 
between Jecheon, a city HONG had actually 
visited as the film festival jury and Jeju, 

a personal favorite city, over a period of 

12 days. Jecheon is famous for its inland 
reservoir and Jeju is an island in the middle 
of the ocean, land surrounded by water. 
Such peculiar geographical symmetry 
attracted HONG’s mind. Thus, two mirrors 
of Jechoen and Jeju reflecting the new lives 
were prepared. 

At Jechoen and Jeju, KU Kyeong-nam 
meets the aforementioned two couples. At 
Jecheon, BU Sang-yong (KONG Hyung- 
jin) suddenly appears and invites KU to 
his house. That night, KU drinks with BU 
and his wife (JUNG Yu-mi) and spends 
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the night there when he is faced with 
weird misunderstanding. Then he goes 
south to Jeju Island where he encounters 
YANG Cheon-su (MUN Chang-gil), who 
has married Ko-sun (KO Hyun-jung), KU’s 
old love. KU and Ko-sun haven't met for a 
long time and when her husband is absent, 
Ko-sun sends a seductive note asking KU “to 
confirm our karma”. The two have sex, but 
when they are seen by a young man from 
the town (HA Jung-woo), things become 
more serious. 

Funny thing is, everyone KU meets says 
things like they have conspired previously. 
“1 know everything about you. What is 
there that 1 don’t know?” (BU says he fully 
understands KU), “She is like light to me. 
It’s like 1 have earned a new life, not just 
stableness” (BU describing his wife), “I can 
tell what kind of person you are when I see 
your films” (BU’s wife Yu-sin saying she 
knows what kind of person KU is), “She’s 


someone | have been waiting for all my 
life. 1 feel like 1 am living a new life” (YANG 
Cheong-su describing his wife), “Why do 
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you make something nobody understands?” 
(a student at Jeju-do commenting about 
KU’s films). Like HONG’s previous works, the 
mirrors setting the front and latter half of 
the film, stories of Jecheon and Jeju-do are 
full of such lines, symmetry and asymmetry. 
They say they know, criticize others for not 
knowing, or get angry for not letting them 
know. At the same time they don’t forget to 
show their desire for a new life. 

From time to time, the audiences ask. 
Why do characters created by HONG always 
set off on a journey to somewhere? Or why 
do they run away? In his debut film The 
Day a Pig Fell into a Well, the runaway 
journey comes to an end when the man 
dies, and oblivious of the fact, the woman 
walks across the last of the newspapers 
towards the porch, a vague gesture of 
death. Since then HONG’s characters often 
go traveling. His films were long described 
as ‘commonness of everyday’, but in fact 
such characters are in a situation where 
they can be only truly understood when 
they take away that commonness. These 


characters take off mostly because they 

try to find a new horizon of certain senses 
that are hard to find in their own home. 
That can be understood in relation to the 
fact that HONG often brings in the drama 
of stereotypical affairs into the film on 
purpose. It is an affair, but as we all know, 
HONG’s words are not a film of love and 
passion. Affair, or journey comes by every 
time like a condition revealing the new sides 
of certain character. Or, it functions like 
bleach, discoloring things around so that the 
audience can focus on a certain part of the 
film. Looking back, in Woman on the Beach 
and Night and Day, journey was always 
Stained with desire and despair towards a 
new life. 

In Night and Day, artist Seung-nam (KIM 
Young-ho) runs away to Paris panicking he 
will be arrested for using marijuana, and 
there, he senses beauty from a few things, 
first being a child. He also sees the cleaner 
sweeping the streets of downtown Paris. 

He has never laid his eyes on Courbet’s The 
Stone Breakers, but he sees two people 











doing similar labors in the city. Such scenes 
represent desires of Seung-nam to have a 
new vocation. To those people in Like You 
Know It All who claim they have found 

a new love and new life, HONG shows 
contradicting attitudes. He does not see this 
supposedly newly found life as beautiful 
and pure, to be more specific as something 
in unison. They may have a collective urge, 
but HONG sees the approach being different 
each time. Therefore it may be more 
appropriate to say that Like You Know It All 
is a film not about a new life, but about the 
ways of yearning for that new life. 

At this point, we should no longer 
ask what kind of concerns HONG has in 
regards to the format of new life. Rather, 
we should meticulously observe what kind 
of impression he delivers by creating the 
symmetry on the vague issue of ‘new life’, 
and the asymmetry that arises in between. 
In Night and Day the entire structure was 
laid out in a row then the symmetry kicked 
in, but this film has its stories flow in from 
two cities and two stories like in Turning 
Gate. “It seems things are getting more 
ambiguous. But even then, there are parts 
where things are in order,” says HONG. We 
should not miss that moment when the 
scenes from Jecheon overlaps with scenes 
from Jeju. HONG does not believe art is 
about producing meaning. He focuses on 
how to organize things so that they will 
deliver impressions. 

The student from Jeju sincerely asks KU in 
the film, “To you what is the most important 
thing in this world?” Without thinking 
long, KU answers back sincerely. He says, 
“Freedom.” Those are KU’s words as well 
as HONG’s. He is a creator who opens up 
his senses for the world’s freedom. Or the 
freedom he talks about is to escape from 
common ideas and have his senses open up. 
It is a widely known fact and thus his films 
are not dependent on ‘meanings’. Instead, 
it becomes more important how to make 
arrangements. It is important to enjoy that 
arrangement to enjoy freedom. Like You 
Know It All will allow us to question our 
new lives with that arrangement.® 


HONG SANGSOO'S WAY OF 
DIRECTING 


Things decided on the sets of Like You Know It all 


HONG Sangsoo is famous for deciding many things on the set. Before shooting, he 
composes a rough treatment and hands the script to the actors on the set. At first, actors 
are confused of his methods but they soon learn to enjoy the adventure. It is said that 
HONG does not give any tips to the actors about the characters in advance, and it Is a 
way to prevent actors from having a preconception about the character and Tit themselves 
into that frame. In that sense, even compared to previous works, there were more things 
decided spontaneously on the set during the shooting of Like You Know It All. Not to 
mension rest of the actors, even the main character KU Kyeong-nam (KIM Tae-woo) said 
he "did not know what to do until (he) entered the set." Actress UM Ji-won who played 
tilm festival programmer was at first given the role of BU Sang-yong (KONG Hyung-jin)'s 
wite Yu-sin. But It was changed at the last minute "because somehow doing so seemed 
right." Also somewhat peculiar character of KONG Hyeon-hee was decided naturally on 
the first day of shooting. In the film, there is a scene about the strange dream KU Kyeong- 
nam has at BU Sang-yong's house in Jecheon, and that scene was a result of instant 
decision made by HONG when he saw the house on location and "felt as if the house 
was haunted." At Jeju, there was a scene where KU is humiliated by a young man (HA 
Jung-woo), a neighbor of YANG Cheon-soo, and the original story was to have KU or Ko- 
sun (KO Hyun-joung) beaten by thugs in the neighbor. But the story was changed on the 
set to make the most of the actor HA Jung-woo. HONG says "With other works, | had at 
least 40% prepared, but this time it was much less. | didn't even touch the treatment and 
just wrote the scripts on the set. It was much harder to work that way, but | could focus 
more." Like You Know It All shows the extremes of HONG Sangsoo's way of directing. 
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SHORT FILMS 


FESTIVAL DE CANNES 


6 h O UT. S Critics’ Week 








Directed by MOON Seong-hyeok Cast KIM Tae-hoon, KIM Hyo-ju 


By JANG Byoung-won 





The spices provided by a romantic movie are 
clear. The essence lies in the act of wittily 
describing the spectrum of various ups and 
downs people experience when they confirm 
their emotions towards each other. 6 hours 
is a romantic drama about broken down 
relationships of urban people. The seat next 
to the cab driver Sun-woo is always empty. 
The man equips the cab with art books for 
his customers, and hands them his name 
cards telling them to call when they need 
someone to talk to. However his cab is rarely 
‘reserved. The driver’s excessive hospitality is 
mostly laughed at or raises a flag, but when 
Se-ran gets on that cab as the customer, he 
finally finds someone to keep his company. 
Yet Se-ran makes a living by escorting her 


clients as their temporary lover 6 hours 


at a time. A man who picks up endless 
customers, and a woman who can only meet 
someone when there is a contract. The film 
asks if it is possible for nameless entities 

to interact, even if they are withered and 
recognized by nobody. 

Stories of people trying to escape from the 
relationships stripped of communication, star- 
crossed lovers, of those who adopt solitude as 
their own because of impossible relationships; 
these are all nothing special in the world of 
movies. The effort this movie had made to 
avoid being just another love story was to 
elevate a small relationship anecdote into a 
study on time and being. Here, the meaning 
incorporated into the nature of a cab that 
has to carry someone to a destination, and 
a cab driver who cannot get away from 
the route his customer wants, becomes 


more significant. The theme of this drama is 
Summarized in the words written on Sun-woo’s 
name card saying ‘Life can be more fantastic’ 
It is a monologue trying to win the reality 
where ‘time’ and ‘relationship’ are traded by 
money. 6 hours leaves you with much to think 
about. Like women in Modigliani’s paintings, 
people who do not easily reveal their souls are 
described like a sketch. A subject that could 
have remained as a light love story was wittily 
tumed into an allegory, and psychological 
insight into a relationship. Not only such 

jobs were done skillfully, director’s ability 

to compose sprinkles of visual motives with 
dramatic implications was quite meticulous. 
The short does not capture the moment of 
desperateness and meaningfulness, but it does 
vaguely delivers the meaning of finding the 
truthfulness of life. 
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Don’t Step Out of the House cinétondation 


Directed by JO Sung-hee Cast PARK Se-jong, LEE Da-in 


By JANG Byoung-won 


Don’t Step Out of the House by CHO 
Seong-hee is a well-produced short that has 
made good use of beauty of short films’ 
‘compressed’ format, and director’s senses 
are not light in turning the eyes towards 
human and the world’s conditions beyond 
the realm of storytelling. The film begins 
from the remote half-basement house 

of a young brother and sister, their hair 
outgrown, wearing worn out clothes. Then 
someone knocks on their door, claiming to 
food delivery person, but the voice is too 
dreary and also too calm for an intruder. 
Soon a group of people storms in, and 
threatens the siblings. 

Don’t Step Out of the House employees 
unique storytelling techniques, materializing 
the theme solely on the ‘mood. Direct 
statement on the incident is avoided and 
strange words and actions are placed at the 


The Horn Cinéfondation 





By JANG Byoung-won 


The Horn dissects a slice of tragedy of our 
era. The main characters are forced into a 
situation not because they somehow came 
to a gridlock, but because they were faced 
with unavoidable misfortune. An aging 
defector from North Korea goes missing, and 
three people gather in front of the old man’s 
car, left along the river like his keepsake. The 
three are Detective KO from the intelligence 
unit who had kept his eyes on the old man, 
old man’s son Cheol-min, and an insurance 
company clerk Young-lim, who is also 

a defector, and sent to take care of the 
matter. If not for such depressing incident, 
they would have never wanted to meet 

each other, and they inspect one another 
suspiciously. As Detective KO picks up loose 
sense of empathy between Cheol-min and 
Yeong-lim, he does not allow himself to put 


Directed by YIM Kyung-dong Cast RA Kyung-deok, LEE Geum-hee, KO Kwan-jae 


core. In this odd atmosphere, three young 
men who seem to be out of their minds 
mutter something nonsensical, their eyes 
out of focus. As if chanting a spell, the tone 
of their voice is polite yet violent, an ill 
omen warning of something evil. However, 
the only thing that continues is the bizarre 
mood such feelings create. A pet bird 

dies, but other than that, nothing special 
happens. The violence of young men who 
threatens with primitive weapons is implied 
and the truth of the story hides behind such 
moods. Why are the children by themselves, 
where did these unwanted guests come 
from, and for what they have come for 

are unknown. The only clue is to listen to 
those absent minded murmurs tightening 
on the isolated children. This is not a 
comfortable movie to watch. The movie 
smoothly overcomes the limits of coating 
‘violence’ with premature notions and uses it 


down the guard. This gloomy and miserable 
company of three shows no feeling of 
bonding, or personal associations. 

While handing the sensitive issue of 
North Korean defectors, The Horn has 
not prepared any probable answers, only 
imposing the depth of reflection, but not 
pushing an opinion on the matter. What 
camera captures are the images of drifting, 
as if putting faith of humans into a shape. 
Like these people who gather at one place 
because of someone’s death, but can’t help 
being careless to each other, the image of 
medicine bottle (probably note written by 
the missing person) floating on the river 
shows irony of shallow fate where there is 
no place to root down. The characters who 
seem to suffer from aphasia and the restless 
movement of camera around them alone can 
vaguely assert the harsh life the old man had 





as a method of shock, often seen in movies 


displaying physical violence. The motive 
that deserves to be noted is ‘fight between 
in and out. The fight inside the house and 
outside, the fight between the owner living 
inside and intruders from outside, fight 
between surface and inside, fight between 
consciousness and unconsciousness. As the 
film shows how the boy’s resistance against 
foreign intruders is crushed recklessly, the 
film reaches the penetrating understanding 
of how shallow human will is, that “it is 
difficult to make one step away from one’s 
place”. Much can be anticipated on how this 
young director’s thoughts and senses will 
influence Korean film’s depth. 






to live in this foreign land. 
In regards to the hostility that eats 
away truth of life and the way of showing 


detachment, The Horn has similar traits 
with SONG ll-gon’s The Picnic that was 
made more than 10 years ago. The virtue 
of these two movies lies in the method of 
depicting scenes of painful life without 
directly judging the narrative. In that sense, 
the ‘horn’ of the car that fails to function 
is a metaphor on disagreement of the era. 
Silent when needed, and screaming for a 
moment or two out of the blue, this object 
of disagreement symbolizes perplex life here 
that is valid no more.® 
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“| MYSELF WAS CINEMA” 


SHIN Sang-ok, who lived a much more dramatic life than the one he created 
on film. His remarkable work, Prince Yeonsan has been newly restored and 
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screens at Cannes. 


P r 1 Nn C e Ye O Nn Sd Nn Classics: New or restored prints 





Directed by SHIN Sang-ok Cast SHIN Young-kyun, DO Kum-bong, JU Jeung-ryu Released Date Jan 01, 1962 


By MO Eun-young 





There was a king with almighty power, but 
turned into a brutal tyrant due to yearning 
for his unfairly victimized mother. There was 
a director, who dreamed of building his own 
cinema world even in an unsettled life of 
wandering around Korea, North Korea and 
the States, but eventually came up short 
due to the limitations set by the era and the 
division of the Korean peninsula. At Cannes 
2009, though the era and the contexts are 
different, both kings of their domains, who 


Director SHIN Sang-ok(1926~2006) 
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lived the most multi-layered and dramatic 
lives in the history of Korea and Korean film 
history, finally return. A recently restored, 
Cannes Classic-invitee film Prince Yeonsan 
is one and the director of the film, SHIN 
Sang-ok, is the other. 

SHIN Sang-ok was famous for his 
charisma and personal life with many 
winding turns filled with rise and fall in his 
career. He was a critically and publically 
acclaimed director and a successful producer, 
who led the first renaissance of Korean 
cinema in 1960s. He also established a 
mega production company, Shin Films, in 
order to transform Korean film industry into 
Hollywood of the Orient by systemizing 
the industry. At the dazzling moments 
of his life, he suffered from a rumor of 
inappropriate ties with a military regime of 
the time. However, ironically, his company 
was shut down by the regime. But this was 
the only the beginning of his unfortunate 
and dramatic journey. He was kidnapped 
with his muse and a lifetime companion, 
CHOI Eun-hee, by the North Korean regime 
and was forced to make several films there. 
They managed to escape from the country 
and became refugees in America, and finally 
returned to Korea. 

But a more dramatic fact than his personal 
life is that he never stopped making films 


even during his nomadic period. Even in 
North Korea, SHIN established “Shin Film 
Production’ with abundant support of 
KIM Il-sung, the infamous dictator, and 
made several masterpieces such as Salt 
and Runaway. He also established ‘Shin 
Production’ in America for 10 years. He 
produced Ninja Kid series and directed 
Vanished in Korea. By the time he passed 
away in April 2006, he directed about 80 
films and produced 200 films in total. 

As a digitally restored film, Prince 
Yeonsan was originally one of his best films 
from 1960s - the peak of his career - so 
it guides us to the world of SHIN Sang- 
ok, filled with his desires and suffering 
as a director and producer. Based on a 
novel “Blood on a Silk Cloth” by PARK 
Jong-hwa, Prince Yeonsan follows a 
story of Yeon-san who is one of the most 
notorious, controversial figures in Korean 
history. He was consequently degraded 
by the successors during Chosun Dynasty. 
When Yeon-san’s mother was abandoned 
and killed as a direct result of a political 
conspiracy, he exercised a bloody revenge 
after the coronation. The film was a box 
office success and won 8 awards including 
The Best Film of the Year award at the first 
Daejong Awards, and he soon made a sequel 
A Tyrant Yeonsan. However, he claimed that 


he did not like this film at all, so he wanted 
to get rid of it from his filmography. 


According to his autobiography, during 
his captivity and facing impending death, he 
sent a letter to his brother in South Korea 
and said “burn the original negative print 
of Prince Yeonsan because the film is not 
perfect, 1 could have done better than that.” 
He could not spend enough time on the 
production and had to rush into finishing 
the film in 2 months in order to release it 
for the New Year season. Under the pressure 
from distributors, he was also forced to 
complete A Tyrant Yeonsan in a month. 
Facing dismal circumstances, he must have 
been frustrated as an artist. Therefore, he 
would deny accepting these films as part of 
his large body of filmography. However, as 
Prince Yeonsan portrays a man who goes 
insane in the burden of the old conventions 
and the troubled era, and in showing a 
woman being victimized or brutalized for 
desire, this film undeniably belongs to 
SHIN’s world. He often would answer to 
the question of why he made that many 
period films and always set a woman in the 


center of the film, “understanding the past 
is a clue to light up the present and a life 
of a woman bearing burdens is the most 
cinematic.” In the beginning of 1960s when 
his company was financially stable after 
the mega success of Sung Chun-hyang, he 
probably built a studio system and produced 
a number of high quality period films 
because he believed that he could sharply 
portray the present by excavating the past. 
Above all, this film clearly demonstrates 
his creativity and dominant ability in making 
of period films with overwhelming images 
setting in an actual royal palace, dazzling 
costumes and the interior design of the 
palace. “Thunder and Lightening on the 
horizon of Korean culture and its history 
of cinema,” says Pierre Rissient regarding 
the film’s screening at Cannes. Prince 
Yeonsan is a State of the art period film 
showing the aesthetics of SHIN’s world. His 
unique “Aesthetic of the Dead Angle” is 
also prevalent in this film. Through a tilted 
angle and extreme close-up shots, the film 
successfully describes a young king who 
is insane and brutalized, his frustrations 





as a king trapped within the obstinate 
traditions and conventions of the royal and 
his yearning for his mother. Being jealous of 
his mother, his grandmother and his father’s 
concubines who conspire to kill Yeon-san’s 
mother, and his concubine, Jang, another 
incarnation of the secular desire, and various 
characters in the palace, the film sharply 
examines the nature of frustrated and 
devastated human being in the face of the 
secular desire. 

This restoration of Prince Yeonsan was 
made possible with the original negative film 
that the director edited again. The running 
time is 133 minutes, 14 minutes shorter 
than that of the original release print. In the 
process of restoration, scratches and dusts 
from the original print were removed and 
colors were compensated and corrected. 

As the title of SHIN’s autobiography “1 
Myself Was Cinema” states, SHIN devoted 
his life solely to cinema and eventually 
became cinema itself. He does not exist 
in this world any more, but his films are 
still here with us and remind us of his 
immortality. @ 


MAY-JUNE 2009 





KOREAN 
FILMS BEHIND THE CURTAIN 
AT CANNES 





ESTIVAL DE CANNES 


KOREAN BUYERS TODAY 


Ahead of the Cannes film market, KOREAN CINEMA TODAY profiles the key 
Korean buyers set to attend and analyzes how foreign films are performing 
at the local box office. 


By Jean NOH 
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| In recent years, the Korean film industry 
has been experiencing growing pains from 
the influx and subsequent wash-out of 
investment, along with rising production 


: costs which are only recently show signs of 
| coming down under control. The general 
consensus is that compared to local films, 
foreign films may not make huge profits but 
returns can be seen more quickly than when 
you invest in a local production. 

Thus importer/distributor Daisy 
Entertainment, for example, has set up a 
$10m contents fund with Hanhwa Venture 
Capital aiming to invest annually in a 
minimum of 10 films. Analysts evaluate 
potential investments - usually foreign film 
acquisitions for which importers have already 
paid down royalties, or one of Daisy’s own 
acquisitions — for the fund to invest in. (See 
box Q&A for more on Daisy) 

Sponge Entertainment is different kind 


“We've been 
pioneering the 
market for supplying 
mainly European and 
Japanese films for 
smaller audiences,” 
says Eugene Song, 
Head of International 
Business at Sponge. 


KIM Sun-tae 
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“While most of our foreign films are 
English-language, we have already 
released two Japanese films and 
continue to look for all films that 
have local box office potential,” says 
Chris CHANG, Head of International 
Media & Content at N.E.W. 


of model for importer/distributors with its 
niche marketing methods for arthouse films 
and occasional collaborations with larger 
distributors on bigger releases. “We’ve been 
pioneering the market for supplying mainly 
European and Japanese films for smaller 
audiences,” says Eugene SONG, Head of 
International Business at Sponge. “We 
acquire art films and some of our favourites 
are from Wim WENDERS, ALMODOVAR, 
JARMUSCH, and Takeshi KITANO. We also 
mix it up and last year we had success 
importing Jay CHOU’s film Secret.” 

Secret was released by Sponge on 37 
screens including some its own Spongehouse 
cinemas and sold about 99,000 tickets, 











while L: Change the World, which Sponge 
imported and SK Telecom released on over 
200 screens, sold about 358,000 tickets. The 
prolific importer’s 2009 line-up includes Gus 
Van SANT’s Milk, Emir KUSTERICA’s Promise 
Me This, Charlie KAUFMAN’s Synecdoche, 
New York and Fruit CHAN’s Don’t Look Up. 
Other more commercially oriented 
importers include Ssamzie Entertainment 
— formerly known as ivision Entertainment 
until it merged with KOSDAQ-listed clothing 
and accessories firm Ssamzie in 2007. The 
company previously imported such films as 
Phantom of the Opera, The Grudge and last 
year released Vincent PEREZ’s supernatural 
drama The Secret starring David DUCHOVNY. 


The Secret 


KIM Sun-tae 


Another relatively new entrant of note 
is N.E.W. (Next Entertainment World), 

a subsidiary of Domeo Holdings. “The 
company was formed last August with 

an established group of veterans - former 
executives from Showbox and our President 
of International Business Soo JUNG from IM 
Pictures as well as Jae-won CHOI, former 
Barunson CEO,” explains Chris CHANG, 
Head of International Media & Content 

at N.E.W. “The company size right now is 
about 20 employees and we expect to grow 
exponentially to become the top distributor 
in Korea. We've got a full line-up this year 
and are working on our 2010 line-up.” 

“As for what type of films we look for, it 
pretty much runs the gamut. While most of 
our foreign films are English-language, we 
have already released two Japanese films 
(20th Century Boys last year and Suspect 
X this year) and continue to look for all 
films that have local box office potential,” 
says Chang. “Last year we were successful 
in releasing Twilight, and this year we have 
high expectations for Knowing.”® 
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“The exchange 
rate has gone 
up, so a lot of 
companies will 
be less aggressive 
than before. We're 
going to have to 
be more aggressive 
in our careful 
consideration.” 


What kind are you going to be looking for at this Cannes? 
What kind do you usually release? 

Obviously, we're looking for good quality foreign films at 
low prices. The kind of film we can release on more than 200 
screens in Korea. [Writer's note: 200 screens would be a fairly 
large-scale, but not blockbuster release.] Our recent releases 
include the action film Transporter 3 and romantic comedy The 
Accidental Husband, and for the second half of this year, we've 
acquired Shanghai from The Weinstein Company, we have Rob 
MARSHALI's musical Nine starring Nicole KIDMAN and Daniel 
Day LEWIS, and Agora, directed by Alejandro AMENABAR 
(Open Your Eyes, The Others). 

What kind of process do you go through to buy your films? 

We mainly buy at film festivals and markets. In preparation, 
we look at scripts and screeners before we go, then we set 
up meetings and actively buy films. After we come back, we'll 
research data and do analysis [on how to release the films]. Our 
CEO William KIM is the main decision-maker and he will also be 
in Cannes with Jeremy CHIN, manager of international team. 
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What do you think has changed the most since last year’s 
Cannes for you? 

The exchange rate has gone up, so a lot of companies will 
be less aggressive than before. We're going to have to be more 
aggressive In our careful consideration. Also, with more internet 
download services, theatrical audiences are decreasing. We have 
these ancillary rights, but exchange rates and advertising costs 
have gone up, so it’s getting harder and harder to break even. 

Of recent years, what is the greatest change in marketing 
methods? 

We're focusing much more on online and word-of-mouth 
marketing rather than offline marketing. Before, you would do a 
lot of advertising on the sides of buses and in free papers - the 
kind people pick up and read in the subway, but that takes up a 
lot less percentage these days. The bulk of our efforts definitely 
go to online marketing, then advertising on the exteriors of 
theaters, and TV commercials. Instead of targeting unspecified 
masses that don’t necessarily watch films, we target specific 
people whom we know will go to the cinema. 


KIM Sun-tae 


Last year’s performance and audience preferences 


Korean and US films usually make up for about 90% of the 
market share In Korea, with the rest of the world coming In to 
make up the remaining percentage. 

Last year’s first-run releases took in 144,540,948 admissions 
and 939,491,552,889 won (US $691 million) at the box office. 
Led by KIM Jee-woon's The Good, The Bad, The Weird, 108 
Korean releases took up 42.4% of the market share, while 
128 US films — led by Kung Fu Panda, distributed by CJ 
Entertainment - accounted for 48.4%. (CJ Entertainment has an 
exclusive distribution deal with Paramount in Korea) 

Of the 128 US films, 48 were distributed directly, as in the 
case of UPI Korea's Mamma Mia! - and they picked up 27.6% 
of the market share. The other 80 US film were imported by 
Korean companies such as CJ, and they picked up 20.7% of 
market share. 

Of first-run releases, 67 European films took 3.5% of the 
market. These were technically led by STUDIO 2.0's release 
of Pierre MOREL's thriller Jaken, which was designated as a 
French film despite being shot in the English language starring 
Liam NEESON. The film sold 2.37 million tickets. 


Led by Ang Lee's Lust, Caution which was bought by Mars 
Entertainment, 16 Chinese/Hong Kong films took 3% of the 
market share. CJ distributed the period piece on 233 screens 
and sold 1.86 million tickets. John WOO's Red Cliff, which was 
co-financed and locally distributed by Showbox/Mediaplex on 
over 400 screens, also sold about 1.57 million tickets. 

Hayao Miyazaki's Ponyo on the Cliff by the Sea led 39 
Japanese Tilms which took 2.1% of the market. Imported by 
Daewon Media, the animation was distributed by Showbox/ 
Mediaplex on more than 300 screens and sold about 1.11 
million tickets. 

According to a KOFIC report analyzing the past 10 years 
(1999 — 2008) of audience trends, audiences largely expressed 
a preference for Korean and US films to the tune of 45.9% and 
36.5%, respectively. European and Chinese/Hong Kong films 
respectively got 2.6% of this popularity vote while Japanese 
tilms got 1.7%. Although, encouragingly, 10.7% of respondents 
said they didn't care about which country the films came from, 
and 90% of respondents said they cared about the story/ 
content of the film more than anything else. 
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LEE MAN-HEE 
THE FORGOTTEN MASTER 


Korean films today owe much to the numerous past masters who gave 
everything they had in order to make movies even during the darkest periods 
of the nation’s history. Yet, sadly, from a certain point in time, their names 
have begun to be forgotten and are disappearing from the public mind. In 
this feature, we will look over, one by one, those master directors who have 
left behind significant achievements in Korean film history. First on the list is 
director LEE Man-hee, who passed away too early for the abundance of his 
talent, yet leaving behind great works and a rich spiritual world. 








A Road to Sampo 


KOREAN CINEMA TODAY 











By KIM Young-jin 





It hasn’t been that long since the films made 
by director LEE Man-hee were looked back 
upon. There was a major retrospective on his 
works at the 2005 Pusan International Film 
Festival and a year after that the Korean 
Film Archive held a special film program 
showing LEE’s entire body of work. It may 
seem belated that such a full scale spotlight 
on director LEE Man-hee has only just been 
held some 30 years after his death. Why 
has it taken such a long time to start? It 
was because LEE was a creator who stirred 
up praise and envy from anyone who saw 
his films, including many directors of the 
same era. He left this world early at the age 
of 45, and was forgotten for a long while. 
More often than not, the laurel of honor is a 
trophy given to survivors. LEE had been put 
aside in the still developing field of Korean 
film studies, which was in a fragmentary 
condition. Until recently, the memories 
of LEE Man-hee were still alive in many 
filmmakers’ minds and had been transferred 
by word of mouth, like a legend. 

Once | met a retired director who used 
to work as an assistant director for LEE. 
He confessed to me that the days he had 
spent with LEE on shoots were amazing. 
LEE Man-hee had deeply despaired of the 
fact that he had to make films under the 
military regime, but he turned that sorrow 
into great zeal. LEE drank alcohol almost 
every day, and even then he would talk 
about the movie he was working on at the 
time, or of what he wanted to shoot next. 
Those around him were able to confirm once 
again what a genius LEE was, out of the fact 
that LEE had an endless amount of creative 
inspiration despite the drinking. Even to his 
fellow directors LEE was a subject of study. 
For example, the late Kim Ki-young who 
had never recognized anyone as a better 
director than himself, had confessed he was 
much surprised by the works of LEE Man- 
hee. Director Kim Su-yong had also said LEE 
Man-hee was a director whose level was 
beyond anyone’s reach. This, on the other 
hand, may be a courteous remark to a fellow 








colleague who had died early, but they all 
agree LEE was a man who could have shown 
much more to the world if only he had lived 
longer. 

The 1960s was a decade where the film 
business was prolific while the "70s was an 
age under the strict control of the military 
regime. Even then, movies made by LEE 
Man-hee were a shining success. Hardly any 
of his works can be called of poor quality. It 
is only a mystery that his movies, which were 
shot at such a fast rate, were always full of a 
fanatic yet poetic spirit. Director IM Kwon- 
taek said in his interview with critic JEONG 
Seong-il, that “if LEE Man-hee had been 
alive, | would have become better at making 
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movies.” “As someone in a competition, if 
there is a director who makes me feel, ah, | 
should not lose to him, to me that person 
would be LEE Man-hee. As to why I can say 
so, when | was shooting Testimony, director 
LEE was shooing The Wild Flowers in the 
Battle Field, also a war movie like mine. 
But that film had so many troubles during 
production that in the end they had asked 
me to fill in and finish the rest. Unless 1 

am a fool, it is impossible to do a movie 
someone else has been making. At the time, 
] thought to myself, if 1 took the job, can 1 
complete this film while wiping out all traces 


4 


Director LEE Man-hee(1931~1975) 
of director LEE’s style? The answer was no. 
There is something in his world | just cannot 
mimic. He is one of the two people in the 
Korean film scene like that, along with KIM 
Ki-young. | just cannot imitate their style. 
They have their own unique way of doing 
things.” 

The Wild Flowers in the Battle Field that 
director IM mentions, was a government- 
commissioned anti-communist war movie 
produced in 1973 and was directly handled 
by the Korean Motion Picture Promotion 
Corporation (KMPPC, predecessor of the 
Korea Film Council) on a large budget. 
KMPPC had commissioned directing of The 
Wild Flowers... and Testimony to LEE Man- 
hee and IM Kwon-taek respectively, who 
had experiences with directing war films. 
The scale of these films is unimaginable 
today, with army units the size of a division 
mobilized as extras, and an entire village 
provided as film set. The script of The 
Wild Flowers... was written by novelist 
Seonu Hui and was heavily themed as an 
anticommunist film. However director LEE’s 
interests went beyond anticommunism 
propaganda. Particularly the opening 
sequences of the film where the grandeur of 
North Korean tanks are shown for more than 
ten minutes is absolutely overwhelming. At 
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the time, the South Korean army was poorly 
equipped and when the tanks came upon 
villages and people, nothing could be done 
to stop them. To fight against such tanks, 
which could not be halted by any guns or 
firearms, South Korean soldiers would throw 
away their lives in a reckless way by jumping 
into those tanks with grenades in their arms. 
The scene depicted in the film is not very 
heroic, but rather delivers a sentiment close 
to helplessness by showing the painful battle 
of human beings standing up against these 
incredible machines. The movie expressed 
the tragic helplessness of the war and the 
intelligence agency had ordered the film to 
be remade in its entirety. All through the 
movie stereotypical dialogue emphasizing 
patriotism and anticommunism appear and 
it is obvious the film had been cut here 
and there due to censorship. Yet LEE Man- 
hee could work with abundant resources 
that were almost impossible to have at the 
time under such circumstances, and he put 
the focus of this war spectacle not on anti- 
communism or hostility against the North 
Koreans but on the humans run over by 
tanks, displaying a much more abstract fear 
on wat. 

LEE Man-hee was a director who made 
plenty of war movies. His early hit Marines 





KOREAN CINEMA TODAY 


Are Gone started the war-film syndrome in 
Korean movies. As a dead shot himself when 
he was in the army, it is said he directed 

the battle scenes by using live bullets. With 
such legendary episodes, the movie was 

not only a spectacular war attraction but 
LEE also miraculously interwove the action 
of war with humanism by bringing out the 
humanistic side of the soldiers who try to 
keep the warmth of the family-like group 
and keep their love for another despite 

the tragic status they are in. Later on LEE 
often made movies on the Korean War, but 
when he was arrested for The Seven Female 
POW’s produced in 1965 and charged for 


No one knew he 
would pass away So 
early. His death was 
the biggest loss in 


the history of Korean 
film, leaving a deep 
sense of loss to all 
those in the film 
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The Wild Flowers in the Battle Field 








violation of the anticommunism law, his 
personal career was permanently scarred. 
The movie was accused of being pro- 
communist because it depicted the North 
Korean soldiers as humane. Thanks to a 
petition filed by many working in the film 
industry, LEE Man-hee was released but it is 
said he suffered from the idea that he could 
not freely make the films he wanted to 
make. Nevertheless, LEE continued shooting 
war films, and besides movies like Living 
in the Sky and A Hero Without Serial 
Number, a particular film that should be 
noted is 4 O’clock, 1950. The timeframe of 
the film is set at around the outbreak of the 
Korean War, and it showed LEE’s antagonism 
against the war, and once again revealed his 
talent and sensitivity towards new forms. 
No matter of what genre the films were, 
LEE was in pursuit of modern forms unlike 
other directors of the time. Black Hair 
(1964) that combined the dark sentiments 
of film noir with a sentimental melodrama 
structure, The Devil’s Stairway (1964), a 
suspense thriller that used the mise-en- 
scene of interior space to great effect, action 
melodrama The Starting Point (1967), 
Break the Chain (1971), a macaroni western 
twist made into a ‘Manchurian western’ 
depicting an army in Manchuria fighting 
for independence during the Japanese 
colonial period, were all works with the clear 
artistic signature of LEE Man-hee. On the 
Korean film scene of the 1960s, it was not 
uncommon for a famous director to make 
more than 4 movies per year, making one 
quickly with a low budget. Therefore it is 
quite surprising that most of LEE’s works 
managed to achieve a high level of quality. 
Assassin (1969) is a good example. The 
movie is set at during the time right after 
the liberation in 1945, a time of turmoil 
when assassination was common. The 
camera follows the steps of an assassin 
who intends to kill a general who was once 
a leftist but has now turned conservative. 
Most of the major scenes were supposed 
to be night scenes, but due to technical 
deficiencies the film was mostly shot during 











Break the Chain 


daytime and absurdly enough such defects 
are plainly shown on screen. Still the movie 
is amazing enough to leave the viewer 
with many thoughts. LEE limited the film’s 
timeframe to one night and by showing 
the cruelty of the era where killing was 
done without reason, he did a great job in 
capturing the desolate air of the time and 
the internal state of his characters. Assassin 
was crosscut from beginning to end, and 
it might feel absurd at first when most of 
the outdoor scenes that are supposed to 
be night are in fact shot during the day. 
However, as the movie continues such 
thoughts will disappear and we are more and 
more drawn into the story on screen. Making 
such magic happen is the power of LEE 
Man-hee. It is clearly written on screen that 
the movie had little budget and little time, 
but not only is Assassin a great movie, it 
delivers strong impressions. 

On the other hand, out of all those 
involved in the movies in Korea during 
the ’60s and ’70s, LEE Man-hee was the 
most sensitive person in regards to the 
modernizing conditions of life, and he 
reflected such changes in his film form. In 
Homebound (1967), when Seoul is seen 
through the eyes of heroin MOON Jeong- 
sook (who used to be the persona of LEE 
Man-hee throughout his works), rather than 
carrying out the story the director sees the 
image of the space as a whole and even 
directs it like a flow of thoughts, showing 
his powerful stylistic sense. Among a similar 
line of works, one that is often chosen as 
LEE’s masterpiece is Late Autumn (1966), 








although unfortunately the print for this 
film does not exist anymore. Another work 
comparable to Late Autumn is Holiday, 
miraculously found in 2005. It was a work 
that reconfirmed the talents of LEE Man- 
hee once again. Back in the day, Holiday 
was forbidden to be shown in theaters 
because it was supposedly too demoralizing. 
Planned by JEON Ok-suk, written by BAEK 
Gyeol, and starring SHIN Seong-il and JEON 
Ji-yeon in the lead roles, the movie captures 
a day in the life of poor lovers who go on 

a date on Sunday. HEO Ok played by SHIN 
Seong-il is a jobless young man who faces 
the world with groundless big-talk although 
he has nothing in him. When he arrives at 
the meeting point to see his lover, she is 
waiting in front of a cafe. They have no 
money to drink a cup of coffee. The couple 
begins their Sunday date like this, so broke 
that they can’t even meet in the cafe. The 
girl announces she is pregnant and HEO 
meets his friends to find money for the 
abortion. Until he returns, the girl endlessly 
waits for him sitting on a bench at the 
windy hills of Nam-san. 

Although Holiday begins on this light 
note, the atmosphere darkens as the story 
goes on. In the middle of the film, HEO 
Ok visits a friend in a bar who is telling 
senseless things to other jobless youngsters: 
‘it is not my fault | failed in society even 
though | finished university’. The camera 
captures the two talking to each other 
facing the wall. As they move out of the 
frame, the camera remains still, gazing at 
the wall behind. After gazing at the wall 
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Late Autumn 


covered in meaningless scribbling awhile, the 
emotion delivered to us through the camera 
is disdain. Despicable are the lives that 
cannot be bound together with a certain 
intention. 

In the movie, the man wanders and the 
girl waits. Throughout the movie, during the 
scenes where HEO wanders, Seoul in late 
1960s is exquisitely shown in all its beauty 
and ugliness. The movie is filled with poetic 
lines like this toast: ‘to this gloomy Sunday 
of ours, for the gloomy only, for tomorrow, 
for yesterday, for the man who stood up 
his woman, for the woman who stood up 
her man’ and its atmosphere rushes from 
extreme decadence to helpless sorrow. At 
the time, the inspectors suggested that they 
would permit screenings if LEE changed 
the story and made the main character go 
to the army in the end, but LEE refused, 
thus burying the film in oblivion for a long 
period of time. Surprisingly enough, even 
after all these years, the movie still maintains 
that contemporary quality. 

During that short period of time when he 
worked as a director, he had made a large 
quantity of movies numbering 49 in total. 
He had made films he wanted to make, but 
he also made countless movies that the 
producers wanted him to make. Yet in every 
one of them he left his own signature. His 
last work was A Road to Sampo(1975) that 
sentimentally captured Korea’s countryside in 
the 1970s. No one knew he would pass away 
so early. His death was the biggest loss in the 
history of Korean film, leaving a deep sense 
of loss to all those in the film industry.@ 
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index of sensation 
and amazement 


To say a country’s film business is healthy, what kinds of 
conditions should be met? An environment where film producers 
can easily be millionaires? Or situations where more films 

are produced to lure more audiences? It is hard to come to a 
conclusion. The most appropriate answer probably is that we do 
not have a delicate and substantial standard that can diagnose the 
Status of Korea’s film industry. 

Turn our eyes to Korean films and we may ask when was it that 
they were the healthiest and the most energetic, but it is hard to 





come up with an answer for the same reasons. Some may answer 
it was 2001 when average return investment profit exceeded 
30% and some may remember 2003 when Memories 

of Muder and Old Boy were released. 

With such circumstances, to say Korean films 
are going through the worst recession in 

the last 10 years is in a way true and also 
false. From the investors’ point of view, it 
may be, but for those who were moved 

by director NA Hong-jin’s The Chaser, 

or LEE Kyoung-mi’s Crush and Blush, 

no matter what the numbers were like 

for the investors, 2008 was a great year of 
films. 

Personally, as an index to gauge the 
healthiness of our industry, 1 have my own 
Standards that 1 named ‘index of sensation and 

amazement’. Differentiating the high and low is 

subjective, so 1 believe having such absurd index of my own is 
nothing to be ashamed of. To elaborate, how often | witness those 
around me being thrilled and moved when they see a film is a way 
to judge the heydays of the business. 

Looking back, according to my experiences it was like that in 

the mid to late 90s. Actually, it will be more correct to say the 
sensation was derived not from the film itself but from the fact 
that themes previously forbidden by the government were starting 
to be handled in full-scale. Nevertheless, films made at the time 
included scenes that would have been censored only several years 
previously and often led the audiences shiver with amazement. 
PARK Kwang-su, LEE Myung-Se, JANG Sun-woo were the ones 
who led the pack. Audiences who were stimulated by their films 
wanted more of their curiosity piqued further by them, and film 





magazine circulations were higher than news magazines. In other 
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words, it was a period when the index of sensation and amazement 
was at its peak. 
To follow the same standards, now, that is the spring of 2009, 
Korean films are at its lowest point. People no longer fiercely 
respond to or discuss the interpretation of reality and way of 
thinking films suggest, but they have become dispassionate 
consumers who are used to evaluating the films from the criteria of 
input versus output. This year, two established film magazines went 
out of business. Index of sensation and amazement? Zero! 
Is it a problem of the industry, or audiences’ attitude? Considering 
the long history of interaction between film and public, the 
issue shouldn’t be seen from only the receptor’s, or 
sender’s point of view, as in traditional mass 
communication theories. Yet it is relatively 
clear that both films and audiences of 
today’s film business are failing to actively 
interact dramatically or powerfully as it 
had been in the past. In other words, 
films cleverly reflecting taste of the 
audience, critics who are forced to 
give some meaning to such films, and 
audiences who mock those empty words 
of critics and see films the same way as a 
bowl of popcorn, are all equally uninterested. 
My words may sound too cynical but | believe 
the power that made films evolve artistically 
depended on the mechanism of active communication 
between film and audience, and expansion of that mechanism. 
Therefore before we discuss the fall and rise of films, we should 
ask ourselves how much we are trying to vitalize such mechanism. 
We should check how thrilled we are and how much we are 
moved when we witness new and provocative language of films. 
Adding to that, whether, and how fiercely we are looking for 
ways of such sensation to persuasively expand itself beyond class 
and borderlines, and not stay as self-satisfaction of film elites. 1 
hope that when 2009 Cannes International Film Festival opens 
its curtains, a wave of sensation and amazement shall overwhelm 
everyone, and for that energy to arrive at Korean peninsula, fully 
intact.@ 


CHOI Kwang-hee, Editor-in-chief 
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